University of New Orleans

ScholarWorks@UNO
University of New Orleans Theses and
Dissertations

Dissertations and Theses

Fall 12-16-2016

All of This Would Be Water
Linden Crawford
University of New Orleans, crawford916@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.uno.edu/td
Part of the Fiction Commons

Recommended Citation
Crawford, Linden, "All of This Would Be Water" (2016). University of New Orleans Theses and
Dissertations. 2250.
https://scholarworks.uno.edu/td/2250

This Thesis is protected by copyright and/or related rights. It has been brought to you by ScholarWorks@UNO with
permission from the rights-holder(s). You are free to use this Thesis in any way that is permitted by the copyright
and related rights legislation that applies to your use. For other uses you need to obtain permission from the rightsholder(s) directly, unless additional rights are indicated by a Creative Commons license in the record and/or on the
work itself.
This Thesis has been accepted for inclusion in University of New Orleans Theses and Dissertations by an
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@UNO. For more information, please contact scholarworks@uno.edu.

All of This Would Be Water

A Thesis

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of the
University of New Orleans
in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of

Master of Fine Arts
in
Creative Writing
Fiction

by
Linden Crawford
B.A. Pomona College, 2006
December, 2016

Acknowledgments
I would most like to thank Barb Johnson, my mentor and guiding light for the duration of my
time at UNO. Whether I needed to talk shop, or to know that I would survive another story and
another day, I could always count on Barb to spur me onward. I appreciate Joanna Leake and
Rick Barton for being part of my committee and for their open, humble approach as readers. My
fellow writers in workshop have been foundational in my development, through their careful
attention to and comments on my work and through the brave act of producing and sharing their
own. I am blessed and grateful to have the patient and loving support of my friends and family,
who care for me, tolerate me, make me laugh, and keep me sane, day in and day out.

ii

Table of Contents
Jaws of Life ..........................................................................................................................1
Quartz, Feldspar, Mica .......................................................................................................21
All of This Would Be Water ..............................................................................................40
Slack Tide ..........................................................................................................................54
The First to Jump ...............................................................................................................72
Brothers ..............................................................................................................................82
Dwellings ...........................................................................................................................93
Vita...................................................................................................................................105

iii

Jaws of Life

Flesh of my flesh: that was what kept running through my head as I sat on the shore of Lake
Tahoe with Elinor, my new niece, the first time I met her. She didn't look it, sitting as she was
between my outstretched legs, which were still pale and puffy after the hospital, a long scar like
a sewn-up mouth running from thigh to shin down my left knee. She'd taken after her dad's
side—dark eyes, dark hair—but she was the closest I'd get. I had never planned on having kids. I
was too afraid of what I carried inside me, what I'd gotten from Mom. I didn't want to pass it on
to anyone else.
Elinor closed her fists in the sand, raised them over my leg and burst them open again,
spreading her fingers wide. She watched the rough grains tumble down over my stitches, looking
up at me afterward, as if to see whether she was helping me heal.
Thank you, I told her. The sand up here was mostly granite, same as the mountains
surrounding us, and it seemed cleaner, free of the dirt from lower down. With Elinor, sitting
before the blue shine of the lake, I felt I could start fresh. That's why I'd come, after all. My
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sister, Beth, was living in a cabin up here while her husband worked on a six-month contract. I'd
stay a while and help with the kids, we'd decided, while I healed up from the accident.
A line of tall white buoys traced out a small rectangle in the water along the shore. They
tilted and turned on their anchors as if they couldn't get comfortable. SLOW, they said, in block
letters. NO WAKE. The merest suggestion of a barrier, but it was better than nothing. Out along
the far edge, Beth swam back and forth, lifting her head out of the water every third stroke—
facing toward us, then away. Behind her, along the western shore, the water was a deeper hue,
almost navy. Dense clouds were stacking up along the ridge of mountains. In the summer,
thunderstorms could tear across the lake in twenty minutes.
This will be our first time apart, she'd said, as she fitted her goggles over her eyes. She
hadn't swum since Elinor was born. I wondered if she could see us across the water, if she was
checking on us as she drew her breath.
At the end of the buoys, Beth reversed direction and flipped onto her back, her long arms
rising and falling in rounds, chasing each other through the air and plunging into the water one
after another.
I don't know where she learned to swim like that. In Reno, we were lucky to find water
anywhere, even after a rain. Every drop that hit that high-desert sand passed right through it,
sinking down to some deeper place.
The only time we swam was our yearly trip to Pyramid Lake in the summer, one week's
respite in that expanse of white hot days, before Mom went away, before the divorce. The water
was so shallow that we had to walk out a while and just lie down in it. No trees around the shore,
nothing green at all—a big puddle in the desert, with that old Indian rock sticking up out of it
like a thumb. Mom and Beth used to float all afternoon, their eyes hidden behind sunglasses,
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their ears submerged in silence. I wanted to be suspended with them, balanced between sky and
water. I'd take in as much air as I could and puff out my chest, gaining the horizontal for an
instant, but too soon my ankles sank, then my calves, then my waist. I kept my eyes clenched
shut, pretended not to notice the diagonal of my body, that my chest was the only thing wedding
me to the surface. I fluttered my feet and my hands, trying to stay up without breaking the
smooth surface. But my heels touched sand, and I opened my eyes: I was vertical again, on land,
stuck in the same world as always.
Now Beth had figured out how to stay on the surface, how to keep moving. A breath
every few yards was all she needed.
The shadows of the clouds darkened the face of the lake, racing toward its center, and a
cold wind lifted the grains of sand and tossed them against my legs. I drew Elinor to my chest,
got to my feet, and limped across the beach. Beth! I yelled, cupping my hand around my mouth. I
waited for her to take a breath in our direction and waved my arm in a broad semicircle.
I yelled again, and she pulled her head out of the water and waved. I motioned for her to
come back, but she had already resumed her stroke.
I waded out up to my thighs, not wanting to go too far with Elinor in case I needed to
hurry back out. I was still a bit slow on my feet.
The clouds nearly covered the lake now, and thunder rumbled in the mountains. I
splashed at the water, yelled again. Beth stopped and pulled her goggles off her eyes.
Storm! I yelled, pointing at the clouds. You should get out.
She looked behind her and yelled something back to me, but I couldn't make it out.
We watched each other across the water, waiting for each other to speak, to move. We
were too far to hear each other, but too close to give up.
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It was cold, now, and as dark as evening. She put her goggles back on and swam toward
us.
Elinor let out a whimper, and I realized how tightly I'd been holding her. My arm ached.
My legs were throbbing and weak, and I hobbled in, a wooden man.
I do this every day, you know, Beth said, walking out of the water. I'm not afraid of a
little storm. She sounded exactly like Mom.
I was embarrassed, a little, and out of breath. Sorry, I said. I got worried.
You probably shouldn't be carrying her around like that, she said, eyeing my scar. While
you're still healing.
She took Elinor and offered a hand to help me up. Let's go before it comes down.

***

Beth had picked me up from the hospital in Reno. I was crutching around by then, but the nurses
had insisted I be taken out in a wheelchair. I had them take the one bouquet I'd gotten, with the
little card clasped to it—the last I'd heard from Trevor. Get better, it said, in his cramped cursive.
It felt too much like a command—or a judgment—and, anyway, I didn't want Beth to ask.
I recognized her quick, sharp step in the hall, felt the fresher air from outside wash over
me when she entered. She glanced at my legs before leaning over to kiss me on the head. What
can I carry? she said.
I nodded toward the plastic bag that held my boots and my wallet, both stained with my
blood. They were all that was left from the accident—they had cut my clothes off of me. I halfwanted her to drop the whole thing in the garbage on the way out, leave the hospital clean.

4

We were quiet a long time in the car, Beth holding her two fingers to her lips like Mom
used to do. I hadn't seen her since Mom's funeral, when Beth was pregnant with her first kid,
Eric. We were only five years apart, but she'd always been so far ahead of me.
The light drained from the sky as we gained elevation, and I looked for the first star. In
the rear-view mirror, I watched the horizon on the far side of the Washoe Valley turn a murky
pink, then purple. We reached the summit and the lake filled our view, holding an impossible
quantity of light, the memory of the sun. Then I saw the stars, bunches of them.
Are you in pain? Beth asked, keeping her eyes ahead.
It's not too bad, I said, though it was, especially since I was trying to do without drugs.
In general, I mean.
Her hands were together at the top of the wheel, her long arms straight, rigid.
I'm off the pills now, Beth, I said. I didn't know how much the nurses had told her, but I
wanted to come clean. I'm done with all that.
She sighed, leaning into the long curve as we descended toward South Lake Tahoe. The
water flashed between the trees, rising up closer at each glimpse.
What were you doing up here, anyway?
That night? I stalled, afraid to start into it. I was with a friend at Stateline, playing
blackjack. It sounded simple enough, as long as I left out the way Trevor had been staring at me
across the table, the warmth of his forehead against my neck.
Did you lose?
Yeah, I said. We were winning at first, but then we started celebrating. On the marble
countertop of the hotel bathroom, he had arranged the white lines like stepping stones between
us. The sharp scent of his sweat had soaked through his shirt as he grabbed hold of my hipbones
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and pulled me to him for the first time, the only time. My cheeks burned against the mirror; they
were still flushed when we sat back down at the card table. And then we lost, I told her.
You can't look at me like that! he'd yelled, throwing his clothes into his bag. I had never
even heard him raise his voice. It's too obvious.
I didn't know, I said, my nose bleeding, my eyes, everything coming running out of me. I
wasn't doing it on purpose.
It's not like that, anyway, he said. Between us. Then he left me, high up in that new hotel,
on the border between the only two states I'd ever known. In the window, it was just me again,
slumped on the bed, already a phantom.
Did you lose a lot? Beth asked.
I nodded.
I'm sorry, Danny.
My chest ached. I was all stopped up. I'm good now, I said, not sure where the words
were coming from. I'm going to be good now.
You don't have to be good, Danny. No one's asking you to be good. She paused, let out a
sigh. We just have to keep ourselves going any way we can.

***

Richard was home from work when we got back from the lake. Thank God for the Jaws of Life,
huh? he said, slapping a hand on my shoulder. Another feat of engineering. He grinned, glancing
from me to Beth.
I nodded, trying to look thankful. Richard had recently gotten a job with one of the larger
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engineering firms in Sacramento, and they'd sent him to Tahoe to reinforce a section of retaining
wall along Highway 89, nearly the same spot where I'd gone off the road a month before.
I hope you know how lucky you are, he said, shaking his head.
The truth, he'd be disappointed to know, was that I didn't remember the Jaws of Life. I
didn't remember going off the road, tumbling down toward the water, and coming to a stop
upside-down, wedged between the hillside and a pine tree, my legs pinned under the crumpled
dash.
What I did remember was that strip of road, strung up like a tightrope over the water.
After Camp Richardson was the quick, switchback ascent up that knot of granite, the last hairpin
turn where the road veered west, and suddenly I was surrounded by water on three sides: the
translucent waters of Emerald Bay on my right, with the silhouette of the rock island out in the
middle; the darker waters of Fallen Leaf Lake, tucked in behind the pines on my left; and in the
rear-view, stretching well beyond what the mirror could take in, was the silent, glinting face of
the big lake.
On that strip of road, I was finally doing it: I was floating, my body at rest, suspended on
the water. I let my eyes close, then, to feel the water rise over my ears, my temples, my cheeks.
For once I knew I could stay up. That was the last thing I remembered.
When I imagined the rest, though, it was the Jaws of Life that had grabbed hold of me
and yanked me out of that precious moment of peace. It was them that had left me bleeding
inside for weeks, wrenched my shoulders and my neck and my back, bruised the bones around
my heart and my lungs and my stomach. The Jaws of Life hadn't saved me at all. They'd pulled
me right back into the suffering.
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***

I met Trevor at the casino where I worked maintenance. He was a dealer, at the same table where
I'd found Mom all those years ago, when I'd come to Reno on the bus by myself. I passed his
table back and forth on my way to the maintenance room, and I always tried to watch his hands,
to learn his tricks. Mom would've liked him. He was smart enough for her.
I could teach you, you know, he said, when he caught me looking one day. I didn't think
he was talking to me, so I kept on into the maintenance room, came out with the window
squeegee and some rags. No way you're gonna learn by watching, otherwise they'd all know. He
motioned across the casino floor, even though it was empty. He had turned in his chair and was
facing me. I wished I could hide my rags, my miserable equipment. Unless you wanna do that
your whole life.
I looked down at the squeegee and then back at him. I'm no good with numbers, I said.
But I'd always wanted to be the one behind the table, keeping count.
It's not about numbers, he said. He seemed to be smiling, but I wasn't sure. His mustache
covered his upper lip completely, ending in a perfect line that moved as he talked. It's about
reading people.
I'm not great at that, either, I said.
He was waiting for me out front—we both got off at six in the morning—leaning against
the lobby window, smoking a cigarette. He stubbed it out with a sharp-toed black boot and stuck
out his hand to introduce himself. His back had steamed up the window. I wanted to be close to
that heat.
He took me to a bar by the railroad tracks that stayed open twenty-four hours, mostly
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drag queens and hookers and callboys, waiting for gigs. It was below-ground, the only windows
high on the back wall, along the sidewalk.
We played blackjack until late in the afternoon, Trevor talking strategy the whole time,
teaching me how to keep track of the numbers, the suits. He bought me a shot of whiskey when I
beat him, which wasn't often. I don't really do hard liquor, I said. It was the first of many rules I
set up like dominoes, one behind another, but I was too shaky, and they toppled over as soon as I
let go.
Trevor smiled under his mustache. You have to be able to work under all conditions, he
said.
First it was poppers, then coke, then the long march of pills: sleeping pills, antipsychotics, happy pills. Most of it I didn't care for—especially with the alcohol, it just made me
feel fuzzy, flat. But the pain pills, they were different. They did, I guess, exactly what they're
supposed to—went to the place inside me that was hurting, and they wrapped it up, surrounded it
in warmth. They seemed to work on it, insulate it from the rest of me, or me from it. I felt I
would be okay then—that the thing wouldn't grow and consume me.
More than the pills, though, it was Trevor himself. I could never predict what he'd do
next, but he always went hurtling into it, and I had to hurry to keep up.
That first afternoon, just as the sun slanted through the windows and it began to seem like
we'd spend all night in the bar, Trevor jumped up from the table. Magic hour, he said. By the
time I gathered the cards, he was already out the door.
He led me straight to the bridge over the river, where he got up on the guardrail and
swung his legs, smoking cigarette after cigarette. Instead of tossing them into the water, though,
he stubbed them out carefully and put them back in the pack.
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We watched the river flow by beneath us, until, one by one, and then in droves so thick
they obscured the water, bats flew out from under the bridge and spread across the valley.

***

I lay on my bed on the sleeping porch in the back of the cabin, listening to the family wake up. I
heard Eric scamper across the hallway into his parents' room, and then Beth's voice, thick with
sleep, low and soothing. I imagined her patting the bed next to her like Mom used to do for me,
and him jumping up and lying beside her a moment, until he was carried off again by the
excitement of being awake, being alive.
Their voices moved out into the kitchen, cupboards smacked closed, and Beth shushed
Eric softly. Your sister, she said. Eric moved off into the family room and seemed to be bouncing
around the room, judging from the faint vibration in the walls and floor. Eric, Beth said, come
eat. Cereal rushed into a bowl, the fridge squeaked open, and the spoon clinked against the
porcelain. I'm counting to three, she said. One. More bouncing. Two, she said, her pitch raising.
Silence from the family room. Three! she said. Eric squealed, and she crossed the room, laughing
softly.
I was smiling at the sound of it, getting up off my bed to go out to them, when the
bedroom door slammed and Richard's voice boomed down the hallway. Eric!
I cowered reflexively, froze a step away from my door. The laughter ceased, and I heard
a whimper from Eric.
Now, Richard said.
The legs of the chair scraped against the floor, and the clink of the spoon on the bowl was
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the only sound for what seemed like minutes.
What have I told you about running around the house in the morning? Richard said.
No answer.
Eric, what did I say?
Not to do it, Eric said, barely audible.
Why not?
Richard, Beth said. Can you lower your voice?
Eric, he said.
I don't know, Eric said into his cereal bowl.
Yes, you do, Richard said. I've told you a thousand times.
Richard, Beth said.
I'm talking to him, Beth, he said. Tell me the reason, Eric.
Eric spoke so quietly I couldn't make it out.
What? Richard demanded.
It'll wake up Elly, Eric said finally, his words a capitulation, but his tone angry,
undefeated.
That's right, said Richard. I don't want to hear it again, okay?
Okay, Eric said, more exasperated than I thought a kid his age could be capable of.
I stared out at the pines. The branches bowed lightly on the morning breeze, bearing
silent, ancient witness.
Richard made himself a cup of coffee, opened the fridge and slammed it closed. Would
you just leave the milk out? he said. You know I'm gonna use it.
I put it away out of habit, Richard, Beth said. I wasn't thinking about that.

11

Well, maybe you should start thinking.
I wanted to come to her defense, to Eric's defense, but I was scared, too—scared and
deeply tired. Once it was quiet in the kitchen, I made my way down the hall.
Morning, I said, looking first at Beth. Her head rested on her chin, her eyes tired and
unfocused.
Uncle Danny! Eric bounded toward me and threw his arms around my legs, and I bent
down and scratched his back.
I poured myself a cup of coffee, trying to make as little noise as possible. It felt like all
the sound had been used up for the day—I imagined the wavelets lapping against the shore in
silence, no singing from the birds, no rush of tires on the highway.
I sat between Beth and Eric, across from Richard, who was hidden behind his newspaper.
His sipping was a sharp, deadly sound, its razor tip stinging my ears. I could not bring my cup to
my lips. When he whipped the paper straight to turn the page, it startled me, hanging in the air
like a shot fired skyward in an open field.
Beth's fingers moved against each other almost imperceptibly, except that I'd seen her
and Mom do it for so many years. They were searching for something to fix, something to heal.

***

He isn't always like that, Beth said, her gaze fixed on the lake.
She had just gotten out of the water, her hair dark and small, its drips falling on her
freckled shoulders.
What else is he like?
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She thought a minute. He's good with the kids. He loves them. He's a good person. Smart.
We agree about a lot of things. Important things. We went to a barbecue for his work a couple
months ago, and his coworkers love him. They kept coming up to me just to tell me how nice of a
guy he is.
That's mostly how I had always thought of Richard, too, I guess: a nice guy. Put-together.
Brought his briefcase with him even on vacations, wore a collared shirt to dinner and family
functions, just the top button undone, sunglasses, hair combed. Greeted everyone, shook hands.
Never got out of hand, never told off-color jokes.
It was hard to square that image with the Richard I was seeing inside the cabin.
He's usually nicer at night, she said. When he's drinking.
How much does he drink?
I don't know, she said. I had to stop counting. I had to learn to detach my own well-being
from his behavior.
Detach. I heard her say that word a lot.
I don't think it really has much to do with me. I'm just the person who's around to absorb
it.
And the kids, I said.
Yeah.
What if you didn't absorb it? I said. I mean, what could you do if you weren't?
Yeah, she said again, her gaze sinking down to the sand.
The drops of water had gone from her arms; her hair was almost dry.
I felt guilty, as if I'd taken her away from the cold, clean water, or taken it away from her.
I'm sorry, I said.
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Beth was willing to absorb so much in order to maintain some semblance of normalcy,
stability. In a way, I guess we were the same, except I was coming at it from the other extreme—
seeking out unpredictability just so I couldn't settle into any kind of normal. Normal could be
upended, and that's what I couldn't take.
No, she said, thrusting her hand into the sand. You're right.
She pulled her hand out and held it flat, palm-down. We watched the neat ridges form
along the tops of her fingers, as the grains slid down their sides and fell away: a perfect,
miniature model of erosion.

***

I heard them fighting through the wall.
Listening to him now, huh? Richard's voice, with its deeper register, came through
clearest. Has he ever even had a girlfriend? He'd still be living with your parents if he could.
I trust him, Richard. He's known me my whole life.
Do you know how fast he was going around that curve, Beth? You haven't seen the tire
marks, have you? The guard rail all smashed up.
He had a problem, I heard Beth say, but I couldn't make out the rest.
I have to drive by it every day, Beth, and think about him at home with my kids. Do you
know how much trust that takes? You're lucky I let him around them at all.
Beth was almost too quiet to hear at all now. His too, she said.
They are not his.
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***

I kept waking up earlier. Lying in bed, I could see the lowest branches of the pines, and from the
dusky green coming into the needles I could tell morning was coming.
I went down the hall, avoiding the board outside the kids' door that always creaked. As I
passed I thought I heard a soft sound, the sort of gurgle of pleasure Elinor does when you make a
face at her. I figured she was having a dream. When I got into the kitchen, though, I heard it
again, this time with the exact inflection of language, as if she was calling out to me, but with no
shape to the syllables.
I padded back silently and stood outside the door. Now her voice was quieter, as if she
had begun a conversation. I listened for Eric, but heard nothing.
I turned the knob and held onto it, so it didn't make a sound, and pushed the door open
halfway.
In the meager light coming in their window, I could see Eric fast asleep, on his back, and
Elinor on her stomach, her big eyes wide open and watching me calmly through the slats of her
crib.
I stood in the doorway debating. I didn't want to get her up too early—then Beth would
have trouble putting her down later, for her nap.
Elinor let out a sigh.
I lifted her up to my shoulder. She was warm, her flannel nightie damp with sweat, so I
took it off and changed her. I opened the drawers of the dresser and picked out a short-sleeved
outfit of soft, thin cotton, covered in blue sailboats. Her skin was already cooler as I snapped it
closed.
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I took her out onto my porch, put the afghan over her shoulders, and rocked her until she
fell asleep on my chest.
A door slammed. I heard Richard in the hallway, and then behind me. I must have drifted
off, too. The light on the pines was full now, the smell of the warm red dust coming in through
the screen.
What are you doing, he said.
I was just rocking her, I said. We fell asleep.
I struggled to sit up, and Elinor began to cry.
Richard leaned over and took her. This is too early for her.
She was awake when I got up, I said, following him down the hall. I thought I would
check on her.
Richard stopped outside the door to her room and held Elinor up in front of him, as if he'd
just realized he had the wrong baby. This isn't hers, he said, though he didn't seem to be
addressing me anymore.
He took her back into her room and rummaged in the dresser.
I stood just outside the doorway, where I could see him pulling the snaps of her outfit
apart again. Elinor cried louder.
She was hot, I offered.
Elinor's legs drew in close to her body and then shot out like coiled springs. Richard
struggled to tame them into a red jumper, with a ruffled skirt around the waist. Just leave her
alone, he said. She'll go back to sleep.

***
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One night I got up to use the bathroom and heard music coming from the family room. It was
well past midnight, and all the lights were off, but the music was surprisingly loud. I could see
the silhouette of Richard's head in the center of the couch against the light from the window. I
came down the hall slowly, and stayed as wide of him as I could, veering toward the kitchen,
until I was abreast of him and could see that his eyes were closed.
I made my way across the living room and knelt down in front of the stereo, turning the
volume down slowly, looking back to see if he stirred, and then pressing the power button. I
thought about waking him, telling him he'd fallen asleep, but I didn't want mine to be the face he
saw when he woke up.
As I crossed back toward the hall, almost to safety, he jerked his head off the couch and
let out a string of sounds I couldn't understand. Then he scanned the room and spotted me. I was
listening to that, he said.
I thought you'd fallen asleep, I stammered out.
No! he said, his tone rising. Why would you turn it off if you see me sitting right here
listening to it? He groped around the couch. The remote was on the coffee table in front of him.
It was pretty loud, I said.
He flung one arm out impatiently, gesturing toward the stereo. Can you turn it back on,
please?
Oh, I said, relieved for the movement, relieved to not be facing him anymore. As I knelt
in front of it, with him staring at the back of my head, I felt keenly that I was a foreigner in his
house, an unwanted interloper. The most I could hope for from him was tolerance, and perhaps
that wasn't enough for me. I wanted to be out of his sight. I pressed the power button and pushed
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myself back up to standing.
Higher, he said.
I turned to look at him. His eyes were half-lidded, trained on the blank TV screen.
I bent and turned it up a little.
Higher! he said, raising his voice. I can't even hear it.
It's really late, I said.
He lifted his gaze to meet mine. His eyes seemed far away, as if they were part of a
smaller body that was trapped deep inside of this one. His lips were slightly parted and I could
see him grinding his jaw back and forth. Now you're the responsible one, huh? he said. So
considerate all the sudden.
I was afraid to move, but I was more afraid to stay there. I took one step toward the
coffee table, picked up the remote, and held it out to him. I'm going to bed, I said.
He took the remote, and just as I turned toward the hall, something slammed into the
kitchen cabinets and scattered across the kitchen floor. This is my house! he yelled, standing and
coming toward me, steadying himself on the back of the couch.
The batteries rolled to a stop underneath the kitchen table. Sick of you messing with things
that aren't yours, he said, his words seeming to tumble out faster than he could keep up. Just like
Beth. Why can't just leave them the way you found them?
Beth came out of her room. What was that, she said.
Don't worry about it! Richard said.
Did something break?
Go back to bed, Richard said.
Danny? She searched my face, but I couldn't answer, not with Richard there. She came
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closer, put her hands on my shoulders like she did when I was a kid, when she still had to bend
down to reach me. Are you okay?
I had never seen her look so scared and so helpless, my brave older sister.
Yes, I tried to say, but my voice was so shaky I didn't know if she'd heard me.
Richard had moved to the doorway and was trying to take his keys off the hook. That's
right, he said, turning to look back at Beth. Save your little brother from the big bad wolf. He
tried a smile, shook it away, and went out the front door.

***

The next morning, after Richard left for work, I told Beth I was leaving. Her eyes filled with
tears, but she didn't ask why.
She got up from the table and took her dishes to the sink. Where would I go, she asked.
Down the mountain, I said. The other side this time. Maybe San Francisco.
The stream of water from the faucet twisted and changed shape, splattering against the
bottom of the sink. She seemed to have forgotten it was on.
I wish I could take you with me, I said. All of you. But, of course, I didn't mean that part.
I know, she said.
I dressed Elinor in her sailboat outfit again and took her down to the lake for the last
time. I walked straight into the water. I didn't flinch at the cold, didn't slow down when the water
came up past my knees, my waist. The water touched her feet, and she let out an exuberant
squeal. I wasn't sure what I was doing, but I had to keep going. I wanted to take Elinor out to the
middle of the lake and stay there, where nothing could reach us.
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The water rose to my chest, level with my heart. Elinor flapped her hands and took short,
surprised breaths as the water surrounded her up to her stomach. Half of the sailboats were
underwater now. The water was so clear I could see each of her toes, the folds around her chubby
knees. She would be a swimmer someday. She wouldn't be afraid to dive deep under the surface,
point her head down and shoot her body like a harpoon.
For now, though, I wanted her to see how it felt to float. I put one hand underneath her
back, palm between her shoulders and fingers cradling her upper arm, and the other hand under
her thighs. Her entire weight was in my hands now. With the help of the water, I could hold her
with just my fingertips. If I let her go, she would rest there like a lily pad. It was surface tension,
I remembered from my science days. It was the nature of water to want to keep her there, at the
line between above and below.
But I wouldn't let her go. I would hold her up for as long as she needed.
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Quartz, Feldspar, Mica

The pines turned to sagebrush when Danny crossed the summit, and the valley spread before
him. The carpet of gray-green sage thickened as he got lower, resolving into individual plants
once he'd dropped to the valley floor. Out his car window, they flashed by, milky white against
the desert at a rapid, almost regular beat. Too soon, though, the wall of the latest subdivision
interrupted the rhythm, beginning a new, bland metronome. White, green, gray. Fence, lawn,
house.
He stayed on the Pyramid Highway and passed downtown quickly, not looking at the
cluster of hotel-casinos that rose abrupt and foolish from the desert until they were safely in his
rear-view.
His grandparents were holding the service at their house. It was going to be small, family
only, his sister Beth had told him. His mom had lost touch with most of her friends, anyway.
Danny hadn't been back to his grandparents' place much since he was a kid, since before
the divorce. He used to be able to see it from the highway, the only gap in miles and miles of
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sagebrush, a tiny scratch of land cleared for the corrals and the stables. But just as his mom
began to spiral away from him, from all of them, the developers came. His grandparents had held
out, selling off the land around them only in small pieces. Still, the subdivision went up around
them, burying them in its sameness. It came right up to the chain-link fence they'd hastily put up,
with not a foot to spare.
Danny exited the highway and wound through the curving streets of the subdivision. He
dead-ended in a cul-de-sac that looked out across the fake lake in a new golf course. Not
knowing how to get around it, he gave up and called his grandparents.
“Dan,” they said when he arrived, holding him at arm's length to have a look at him.
They clapped him on the back, asked him how school was, what he was studying.
“Chemistry,” he said.
His dad and sister were already seated, surrounded by their new families. They were both
eager to have it done, Danny thought, and put it all behind them. Beth was pregnant with her first
child, and she and her husband kept resting their hands on her stomach, as if they were trying to
shield the baby from harm.
His aunts—Jane's sisters—told stories from before, when his mom was growing up: how
they used to ride horses bareback out to Pyramid Lake, the time she tried to take her dad's car to
prom and backed it into the split-rail corral fence, which bent and splintered like matchsticks
until one lodged in the wheel well and brought the car to a halt. Jane was young, then, brash,
foolish—they could all smile and shake their heads.
Danny didn't tell any stories. His stories of his mom started out well, but they had the
wrong endings: police officers, hospitals, social workers.
After the service, when they had him one-on-one, his relatives told him that his mom had
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been troubled. As if trouble was a thing that grew inside of her and spread through her body,
weakening her bit by bit until it finally broke her apart. Now, they said, her troubles were over.

***

The last time Danny had spent more than a few hours with his mom was on his eleventh
birthday. He'd brought a suitcase with him to school on the day before, as they had planned in
their letters. It was a hard case, bluish-gray, with wheels and a soft leather strap. Enlargements of
old postage stamps of faraway destinations were patterned across its sides. He said the names
over and over in his head as he waited for the bell to ring. Manila, Curacao, Baghdad.
After the last bell, he went out to the front circle to wait for her. The suitcase had one bad
wheel that kept turning the wrong way and dragging along the pavement, and he had to stop
every few steps to lift the front end and straighten it out.
When the other kids asked him where he was going, he didn't want to tell them. It was his
own trip with his mom, and, anyway, she'd been keeping it a surprise.
He waited under the big oak tree until most of the other kids had gone. He sat down on
the suitcase and worked on his math homework. She might have forgotten something at the last
minute, he thought, or maybe she'd had to stop for gas.
He heard the snap of high heels on the sidewalk behind him. It was his teacher, squinting
in his direction. He bent his head back down to his worksheet. The heels clicked right up to
where he was sitting and stopped in front of him.
“Daniel?” she said, leaning her head to one side to try to catch his eyes. “Is someone
coming to get you?”
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“Yes, ma'am,” he said. She would assume he meant his dad or his step-mom, so he left it
at that—he didn't want to worry her any further.
She checked her watch, and he kept at his worksheet until she sighed, said goodbye, and
walked off toward the bus stop.
He recognized the sound of the Pontiac's engine before he saw it, and by the time his
mom was turning into the front circle and lifting her hand in a wave, he was already up and
yanking the suitcase along behind him. It bounced hard off a crack in the sidewalk and, just
before it toppled, he grabbed the handle and lifted it off the ground.
“Danny boy!” his mom yelled out the window as she lurched the car into park. She left it
running and came around the front of the car, putting her hand on the hood to make the turn as
sharply as she could before folding her long frame to wrap him in her arms.
His face sank into her down jacket, and he could feel the feathers poking through the thin
fabric. She was skinnier than he remembered, and when he tightened his arms around her, his
cheek didn't seem to hit anything solid behind the soft airiness of the jacket.
She patted his back and reached for the suitcase. “Ready to get out of here?” She grinned,
and two new silver caps winked out at him. She was different each time he saw her.
“Yeah,” he said, taking one more look at the school buildings. They seemed smaller
already, and Danny had the strange feeling that it was not he who had sat in class all day but
another boy altogether, and he was leaving that boy behind.
“You have to get in on my side,” Jane said, throwing the suitcase in back.
The passenger door was crooked on its hinge, and the hood above the wheel well was
dented in, the paint chipped off.
“What happened?” he asked, starting around the car after her.
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“Someone rammed into it while I was in the grocery store,” she said, holding the door for
him while he climbed in and crawled across the bench seat. The car stank of engine exhaust and
cigarette butts, which were crammed into the tiny ashtray under the radio, but the air felt warm
and close around him.
“You didn't see who it was?” he asked.
“I'm pretty sure I know. I saw her watching me when I pulled into the spot.”
“Why was she doing that?”
Jane put the car in gear and swung around the circle. The axle groaned and Danny's
shoulder bounced off the car door as she pulled into the street. “People are nosy, Danny. They
get mad if they think you know something that they don't know.”
Jane's hair had grown out a little since she had dyed it dark red, almost burgundy—not a
very realistic color, Danny thought. Underneath, close to her scalp, it was a glinty silver, like a
heavy layer of pencil shading on paper that shined if you looked at it from a certain angle.
“Do me a favor, babe, and dig out my cigarettes, will you?” She pushed her purse across
the seat toward him.
Her purse was small and zipped into a tight square. She usually kept her cigarettes and
lighter in the outside pocket, but he wanted to see what else she had in there, too. The center
pocket held her wallet and an appointment book, stuffed full of old receipts and held together
with a rubber band. He'd often seen her scribble things down on the backs of receipts. He
wondered what she was working out, what she did with them, whether she ever went back
through them. The other side pocket had a compact, an eye pencil short with use, and three worn
emery boards, all tucked into the loops of elastic that were sewn across the inside of the pocket.
She held the cigarette between her first two fingers all the way across the valley. When
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they reached the foothills and began the long ascent, she rolled down the window and finally lit
it. “What are they teaching you in school these days?” she asked.
He shrugged. “Normal stuff.”
“What's your favorite subject?”
“Computer,” he said.
She narrowed her eyes, took a drag of her cigarette. “What do you do on the computer?”
“Just typing lessons and stuff. Games.”
“You have to be careful with those,” she said. She opened and closed her hands on the
steering wheel, and her knuckles cracked faintly.
“Why?”
“They're full of fake crystals. That's what the chip is made of—that's what holds all the
information.”
“What's wrong with that?” Danny asked. He imagined clear, sparkling crystals, sprouting
like fingers from deep in the mainframe.
“Real crystals have impurities,” she said, the glowing tip of her cigarette growing dim as
it drew close to the filter. “That's what makes each one so special. The ones they grow in the lab,
they call perfect crystals. Not one cell out of place or it won't work.”
She dropped her cigarette out the window, and Danny turned to watch the trail of sparks
behind them.
She rolled the window up, and her voice filled the car. “People think they can play God,”
she said, “without any consequences. I won't have anything to do with it.”
The trees were thicker as they descended toward Lake Tahoe and foggy green in the late
afternoon sun. Jane swerved into a turnout after the highway made a hairpin turn, and they jerked
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to a stop.
“This is it!” she said.
“What?” Danny leaned forward and looked out the window, but there was nothing around
besides trees. It was still a long way to Reno.
“Our palace for the night!” she said, getting out and lighting another cigarette.
Danny scooted across the seat and put his feet down. The cold seeped through the soles
of his tennis shoes. “Where are we sleeping?”
With her two cigarette fingers, Jane pointed at the woods behind him.

***

Danny kept his eyes on a piece of red yarn that was tied to the old frame pack his mom wore. If
he timed his steps with its rhythm as it swung from side to side, he wouldn't think as much about
where they were going and when they were going to get there.
His mom had gotten back on the topic of crystals. “Granite's full of 'em,” she said. “You
know those little sparkles in it?”
Danny watched the yarn. Left, right.
She stopped and turned toward him, kicked her foot into the pebbly dust of the trail. “The
sparkles,” she said. “See 'em?”
“Yeah,” he said.
“That's pyrite. You know pyrite, don't you?”
He looked past her, up the trail.
“Fool's gold,” she said. She kept walking, turning her head to the side so he could hear.
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“Big deposits of pyrite up here. Tricked a lot of miners who were fresh from back east and didn't
know the difference.”
“How much farther are we going?” Danny asked.
They made camp next to a small lake. Danny unrolled the blanket that his mom had
brought for him and they gathered wood from around the clearing. He couldn't wait to get his
shoes off—he had blisters on his heels and the balls of his feet.
His mom had brought a can of Vienna sausages and a Pepsi for each of them. He was too
tired to talk much, and he crawled into his sleeping bag as soon as he finished eating.
When he got up in the morning, his mom already had a fire going and was leaning over a
book. “Quartz, feldspar, and mica,” she said.
He looked at her and then back into the fire, rubbing his hands together to warm them.
“That's what granite's made up of.”
Today was his birthday. If he had been at home, his dad would have made him French
toast with strawberries and whipped cream on top. “Is there any breakfast?”
“I have a candy bar,” she said. “But I thought we could save that for the hike back, when
we're hungry. We can go for pancakes in Tahoe City.”

***

“They said it would be right around here,” she said, stepping lightly from rock to rock. They
were on the other side of the lake from where they'd camped, next to a curving wall of granite
that looked like it had crumbled into pieces at the bottom. The sun hadn't come over the top of
the wall yet, and it was still cold in the shadow.
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“What are we looking for?” Danny asked.
“A little opening, like a cave. They told me there's a big quartz deposit inside.”
Danny sat down on one of the larger rocks. “I'm hungry, Mom.”
“Oh come on, Danny boy! Where's your sense of adventure? Think of all those miners
tromping around up here. They didn't stop when they were hungry!” Her voice echoed off the
granite wall.
Danny imagined cutting into a stack of pancakes and putting the whole tall bite into his
mouth.
“Maybe they meant the other lake,” Jane said, coming back across the rocks toward him.
“There's another one about twenty minutes up the trail.”
“You go ahead,” he said. “I'll wait here.”
“But, Danny,” she said. “This is what we came for!”
He stared at her, but she didn't seem to get it. She shifted her weight from side to side and
looked up the trail.
“Don't you want to see the quartz?” she asked, turning back toward him.
“No!” Danny said, finally. His cheeks burned against the mountain air. “I don't even
know why we're here, Mom! Today's my birthday and we're stuck out here looking for some
stupid crystal!”
She put her fingers over her lips, like she was smoking a cigarette, or trying to keep
herself from speaking. Her eyes had darkened a shade.
Danny slumped against the rock. He shouldn't have lost his temper with her.
She dropped her hand to her side and mumbled something as she walked past him back
down the trail.
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“What?!” he said, trying to catch up with her.
“I said, it's your loss!”

***

When they got back to the highway, the Pontiac was gone.
“Shit!” Jane swore under her breath. She propped her pack against a tree and put her
hands on her hips. “They're always after me.” She walked to the edge of the asphalt and looked
up the highway.
It was late afternoon. The sunlight had weakened, cutting its last path to them before it
dropped behind the mountains. There would be no pancakes. Danny's hunger had subsided,
anyway—there were bigger things to worry about now.
When a truck came around the curve, Jane put out her thumb. The driver slowed, peering
over at them, and then pulled into the turnout.
“They towed my car while my son and I were out camping,” Jane said into the open
window, putting a hand around Danny's shoulder.
The man appeared relieved. “Probably Highway Patrol,” he said. “They don't like you
parking on these roads unless you got a permit.” He leaned across the seat to open the door for
them. He was heading into Truckee, he said—there was a Patrol office there.
Jane thanked him, and Danny climbed in first. His eyes grew heavy in the sudden warmth
of the cab, and he leaned on his mom's shoulder.
He woke as they exited the freeway onto a road that ran along the train tracks, and,
beyond them, the Truckee River, the only outlet for all of Lake Tahoe.
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“This is fine,” his mom said, sitting up and putting her hand on the door handle.
“Why don't I drop you at the office,” the man said. “It's just up the road there, on the
other side of town.”
“We'll figure it out from here,” Jane said.
Danny thanked the man and followed his mom out. They walked along the train tracks
with their backpacks. The man turned to look at them once more before he was out of sight.
“Aren't we gonna get the car?” Danny asked.
“Better to keep off their radar,” his mom said. “They're trying to get hold of me any way
they can.”

***

After that, Danny's dad said he couldn't take any more trips with his mom.
“I barely ever get to see her,” Danny said.
“You missed school, Danny.”
“But nothing bad happened.”
His dad looked at him for a long time. “Her car was impounded, Danny. They said she
ran into someone in a parking lot and took off.” He searched Danny's face. “She's not well.”
She and Danny had slept in the train station that night, and the next, while they waited for
his dad to wire them some money. She'd put Danny on the next train back to Sacramento, and, as
he came down out of the mountains, the air grew heavier, the pines disappeared, and soon all he
could see were the tracks going by the window, the backs of the houses.
Beth had picked him up from the train station. She had a new sternness about her, a
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tightness around the mouth—she was sixteen then, a sophomore at the high school—but she was
happy to see him. He could tell by how long she hugged him for.
On the ride home, Danny told her about the huge granite boulders, the fool's gold, the
tiny lake up in the mountains. “She knows so much,” he said.
Beth nodded. “But not about basic things,” she said. “She can't even take care of herself,
let alone anyone else.”
Danny knew she meant him. “I don't need her to take care of me,” he said. “I just like to
be with her.”
Danny's dad agreed to help Jane get her car back if she went on medication. “It just evens
you out, Jane,” Danny heard his dad say on the phone. “Helps you keep things in order.”
Meanwhile, she told Danny the opposite. Her letters came once a week, from the Reno
YWCA. Her writing was shaky and slanted heavily to the left. Lithium's highly unstable, she
wrote. That's why they use it in nuclear fusion. The hydrogen bomb had lithium in it. You put it in
your system and there's no telling what it'll react with.
Her joints hurt, she said; she had been staying inside more and trying to keep herself
warm. He imagined her with an afghan blanket wrapped around her legs, smoking and reading
one of the fat paperbacks that were always strewn around the backseat of the Pontiac.
For Christmas that year, Beth got him a glass-topped case that had pebble-sized samples
of different types of crystals tucked into a pad of velvet. He took them out one by one, reciting
their names to himself. Onyx, obsidian, agate.
She also got him a book called Field Guide to Rocks & Minerals that came with a
magnifying glass, a small ruler, and a notepad that fit in his back pocket. It had a speckled blackand-white cover that said Field Notes, and each page had places for him to write the sample
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number and its attributes. Danny found a few rock samples in the empty lot down the street from
his house, but after he wrote down their measurements and gray for the description, he didn't
know what else to put. He didn't want to fill up the notebook with plain gray samples.

***

By spring, he was lucky if he got a letter every month. Her handwriting was larger now, hurried.
She misspelled some words, which was unlike her, and seemed to be in such a rush that she left
some out altogether. She was playing blackjack a lot, she wrote, beating them at their own game.
They had cameras everywhere, she said, and it all fed into a central computer system that
controlled the cards. All she needed was proof and she could expose the whole thing. But they
were watching her, so she had to be careful what she let on.
Danny worried that she had gone off her lithium, but he didn't want to tell his dad. He
wasn't sure which way made his mom feel better.
He went to the library and checked out every book they had about crystals. One of them
was called Healing with Crystals, and the cover showed a man lying on a table with crystals
arranged on his chest in a careful pattern. Because of their unique structures, Danny read, each
crystal has its own frequency that can resonate with the body and restore its natural functions.
Rose quartz helped you sleep, topaz improved memory, lapis lazuli eased headaches. He went to
the section called “Healing the Mind.” Amethyst was used by the ancients, it said. It was believed
to have calming properties, to level out highs and lows and make you feel less scattered.
Danny saved his allowance for a month and bought a necklace with an amethyst pendant
that fit perfectly into his palm.
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***

Just before the new school year started, they got a phone call from the police. Danny had already
gone to bed, and he got up and rushed down the hall as Beth picked it up.
“Is she okay?” Beth asked, closing her eyes and putting her thumb and forefinger to her
forehead, just like their dad.
Danny crossed the kitchen and stood in front of her. “What happened?” he asked, but she
held up her hand to shush him.
They sat down at the kitchen table. She jotted notes onto a napkin and drew a neat grid of
straight lines, filling in every other square. “Yes, ma'am,” she said, over and over again, in a
hushed voice.
After she hung up, they went down the hall to wake their dad. “Mom's off her meds,”
Beth told him. The police had found the Pontiac in the parking lot of a strip mall, with all the
doors open and her things scattered around it. Danny imagined the pages of the paperbacks
fluttering back and forth, empty Pepsi cans rolling across the asphalt.
“I guess someone who was in the parking lot heard her yelling,” Beth said. “She kept
saying she was looking for the computer.”

***

Danny gripped the amethyst in his pocket as the bus crossed the valley toward the cluster of
hotels, the geometrical planes and precise edges reminding him of the crystals in his book.
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Prismatic, he practiced. Lenticular. Dendritic.
Going to help Mom, he'd written in the note he left at home. Don't worry.
He asked the driver for directions to the Y and rolled his suitcase along behind him, the
sunlight coming in short bursts between the buildings.
“Can I help you, young man?” the woman at the front desk said.
“I'm looking for Jane Lubovic.”
Her face softened into a smile. “You're Jane's son. She talks so much about you.” She
picked up the phone and dialed. “She's over at the casino, right across the way. You can wait
here, if you like.”
“Can I leave my suitcase?” Danny asked.
The woman cocked her head to the side. “Why don't you wait here, honey.”
“Don't they have an arcade?”
“Well, yes. I guess I could tell her you're there if I see her.”
Danny crossed the street and pushed through the revolving door. He was happy to be out
of the cold, but the air inside was stale with smoke. He walked slowly across the tiled entry so
his eyes could adjust.
The ceiling was low and mirrored, with rows of dim bulbs around its perimeter. The dark
paisley carpet ran partway up the walls and was bordered in a bright gold trim. The slot machines
blinked and called out their fractured chorus as he passed.
He focused on the green felt tables in the far corner, searching for the reddish hue of her
hair, the sharp angles of her limbs. Diamonds are the hardest of the crystals, he thought. He tried
reciting the rest of the scale he had learned for identification. Next was corundum, then topaz,
then quartz. Each one could only be cut by those above it.
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He reached the far side of the tables and walked along the back wall of the casino, trailing
his hand along the mirror as he looked over his shoulder to try to see the faces of the players.
“Are you lost?” A cocktail waitress, steadying her tray with both hands, leaned down
toward him with a look of concern.
“I'm just looking for the arcade,” he said.
She pointed past the tables to the down escalator and smiled at him before walking off
toward the bar.
He turned back the way he'd come and scanned the faces once more. Laughter erupted
from one of the tables, and he caught the flash of tinted glasses against a pale, angular face. He
walked closer and stepped quickly around a mirrored column. He recognized her teal
windbreaker immediately, saw her purse tucked tightly under her arm.
He cut across the floor, as fast as he could without running. He was behind the dealer,
directly in her line of sight, but she was focused on the dealer's hands. “Mom,” he said, when he
got close. “Mom!”
The man next to her saw Danny and nudged her. She looked at the man first, annoyed,
and then across the table at Danny.
Her eyes seemed faraway through her glasses, and her face was still for what seemed like
a long time. Danny started around the table toward her side. “Mom,” he said, one more time.
Her mouth opened, and she stood up so abruptly that her chair fell backward. “Danny
boy!” she said. “What are you doing here?” She grabbed him by the shoulders and hugged him to
her.
“I came to see you,” he said. And then, quieter, “I was worried.”
She led him away from the tables back to the walkway through the casino.
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“You should be. They want to give me shock treatment, Danny,” she said. “Send
electricity through my head, scramble me up. I'm trying to get some money to get out of here.”
She had new wrinkles on her face, around her mouth, and her skin looked papery.
“I want to stay with you for a few days,” he said. “I want to help you. I brought
something--”
“Listen,” she said. “I'm hot at the table right now, and if I leave for too long they're gonna
deal me out. Let me finish and then come find you, okay?”
Danny's throat tightened. “I'll be in the arcade,” he said.
As he rode the escalator down, he realized he was shaking. He hadn't eaten since he left
home that morning. He had ten dollars in his wallet, but it would be wise to save it for as long as
he could.
The arcade was only a brighter, softer version of the casino. Stuffed animals lined the
corkboard behind the ticket counter like the bottles of liquor at the bar; the game machines
flashed like the slots upstairs, their songs slightly tinnier.
He wished he could distract himself, but he did not want to play. He did not want to be
surprised anymore. For once, he wanted to know what would happen, and he was afraid that he
already did.
On the far wall, a ballpit was set back a bit from the noise, the fray. He shaded his face
with his hands to look through its mesh walls. It was empty and still inside. He climbed the stairs
and stepped in, trying to reach solid ground, but the balls rolled under his weight. He stepped in
with his other foot, let it sink down until he steadied himself, and waded into the center.
He lay back and wriggled from side to side so that the balls would shift under him and he
could sink deeper down. The plastic warmed to his skin and held him suspended. He fixed his

37

eyes on the spot in the ceiling where all the seams came together, and then he buried his head,
too, a few balls dropping down into the opening above his face.
If his mom wasn't going to come find him, he didn't want anyone else to, either.

***

Her ashes were on the mantle in a silver urn. Danny crossed the room toward it, his face growing
larger in the reflection off its curved, polished front. Behind him, the members of his family
stood in hushed groups, heads down, rocking on their heels. He waited until they weren't looking
before he reached up, lifted the lid with his right hand, and took a handful with his left. That way
he could shake their hands on the way out and carry her away with him, back to where she
belonged.
He kept his hands in his pockets all the way through the ride to the cemetery, the walk
among the neat, regular rows of headstones, and the brief time it took to fill the perfect cubic
hole with dirt again.
He drove out the Pyramid Highway until the subdivisions ended and the sagebrush
started up again, in its own pattern, spreading before him and reaching up the flanks of the
mountains, as far as he could see. He parked and walked out into it, his hands in his pockets,
sifting through the ashes and holding on to the hard pieces of her.
Quartz, he thought, keeping time with his steps. Feldspar. Mica.
He walked until the sunlight slanted across the valley at the same angle as it had on the
trail that day, until it was just him and her again, until all he could smell was sage. Just before the
sun dropped behind the Sierras, he pulled his hand from his pocket, raised it over his head, and
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opened his fist into the wind. The last light glinted off the fine crystals of ash as they drifted and
scattered across the desert.

39

All of This Would Be Water

Elinor was ten when her family moved into the house on the river. Her dad, Richard, had gotten
a new job with the city planning department, so they could finally afford to move out of the
apartment they had been renting near the interstate. He'd thought it was a convenient location,
but her mom was tired of the numbing sound of traffic on the other side of the freeway wall. She
had grown up in the Nevada desert—a land without water—and when she went with Richard to
see the new development that backed up to the river, she latched onto the idea.
They chose a house at the neighborhood's edge whose backyard opened onto the levee.
On the night they moved in, they took their first walk together on the path that ran along its top.
Sacramento was entirely flat, so it was a rare gift to be up high, on this rampart between the wild
world of the river and the neat, ordered, straight-line world of the houses and the people.
Elinor's mom was quiet that night. She was worried about her brother. Danny may come
stay with us for a while, she told Richard. He's having a really hard time in San Francisco.
He's always having a hard time, her dad said.
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His friends are sick, Richard. He's already lost two of them.
Her dad sighed heavily and looked into the backyards. These people haven't cut their
grass in years, he said, shaking his head.
I don't know how much longer he'll last there, her mom said.
Well, he said, at some point he's gonna have to learn how to get along on his own.
But he isn't, though.
Yeah, he said, raising his voice. 'Cause you're always rushing in to rescue him.
Her mom looked out over the water. They were getting to the end of the cottonwoods,
where the shore swung in closer to the levee. I mean, she said, he isn't on his own.
They turned back toward the house, her dad staying on the side next to the neighborhood,
and her mom on the side next to the river. Elinor noticed completely different things in this
direction: a basketball hoop mounted to a chain-link fence, a high-up hole in the trunk of a
cottonwood, the shingles of a rooftop—her rooftop, she realized. Her chimney.
She stopped at the trail that led down the levee opposite their house. Can we go down?
Her parents looked at each other. They had walked here before, once, when they looked
at the house, but it was Elinor's first time.
At the bottom of the levee, the trail turned perpendicular and cut through the thin strip of
forest. She ran ahead of them, past a little clearing on her right, up a slight rise in the land to a
ridge. From there, across the narrow, pale-sand beach, she saw the brown river sliding by. She
looked back to make sure they were coming and then ran down to put her hands in the water.
They sat on the beach behind her and talked about the house, all the things they wanted to
do to make it better. Elinor took her shoes off and felt the clayey mud between her toes, rolled up
her jeans as far as they would go.
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Can I get in? she asked, running back up the beach toward them.
I wouldn't, her dad said. That water's dirty.
It doesn't feel dirty, Elinor said.
He had grown up in Sacramento, and he knew about the river: about the farms it passed
on its way south, the fertilizers, the pesticides. He'd known a kid in grade school who'd gotten
caught in the current and drowned in it. No one swims in there, he said.
The river seemed to be a secret that few people were in on. Even though it was the city's
namesake river, the reason the city was here in the first place, no one seemed to remember it, let
alone know its whereabouts.
To Elinor, though, the river made its presence known by the cottonwoods that towered
high and black against the sky behind the rooftops. In the spring, they would release their seeds,
tiny white clouds that drifted over the houses like snowflakes, swirling on eddies of air in front
of the garages, collecting under car tires, sticking in the lawns, turning them a shade lighter and
blurring their edges.
To be exact, the city was here because of two rivers. Together they formed the axis;
where they met was the point of origin of the town. The river that people did know was the other
river—the American—which ran cold and clear and fast down from the Sierras, while her river
came down from the north, through the valley, slow and heavy with silt. The nature of her river
was to meander, or it was the nature of the land, rather, to let it. There wasn't only one best way
across the valley, but different ways at different times. That's why we need levees, her dad
explained. So we know where it will go. Then we can plan around it, he said. Live around it.
Before they built up the levees, he told her, the river used to flood all the time. That's why
all the old Victorians downtown were built up so high. Elinor thought of their long, elegant
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stairways, the high-up porches that looked down on the street.
They left the beach at sunset and climbed back up the levee, stopping at the top to look
out over their new neighborhood, all the houses facing each other, the driveways, the curving
streets. Just think about it, he said. Without the levees, all of this would be water.

***

They got right to work on the house. Her dad cut steps into their side of the levee, measuring out
each one, and Elinor helped him bring bricks from his truck and place them just so. She and her
mom planted iris bulbs along the path and young saplings that they carried up in pots. Her mom
thought the chain-link fence that bordered their backyard was an eyesore, so they planted
cotoneaster vines along its base. They grow fast, her mom said, plus the cedar waxwings love
their berries. Wildflowers and raspberries and volunteer trees sprang up along the slope of the
levee, too, and Elinor found a little burrow under the branches of a bush where she could lie in
the shade and not be seen.
Her dad didn't come on many levee walks after that first one. There was always a game
that he had to see the end of, or one of his shows coming on. When he came home from work he
cracked open a beer, changed into jeans, and took up his spot on the left-hand couch. He kept his
beer and the remote on the little side table, even though her mom asked him to please not put
drinks on it, since it was one of her only things from her own dad. His papers covered the wicker
coffee table in front of the right-hand couch, and when her mom tried to tidy up and stack them
or recycle some of the old ones, he said, Beth, I wish you didn’t have to go and move everything
around.
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Elinor tried to pass through the family room quickly and only if she had to. There was
always around, through the side gate, down the side of the house, and in through the back door.
When she did go through the house, she couldn’t leave the screen door open and she couldn’t
stand with the refrigerator door open and even if she was going out the front door for a second
and coming right back in, he would hear it and yell, Close the door! and so she tried to avoid
opening any of them in the first place.
Elinor knew how to stay out of his way, but his mom and Eric did not have the same
sense—they did not know what would make his anger rise inside of him like a river swelling and
creeping up its banks, until it overflowed and washed away everything around it. From her
bedroom, Elinor listened for the change in his voice, tracked his yelling through the house. When
it got too loud, she went out and stood by her mom or her brother. Stop yelling, she said, please.
But she, too, was subsumed in the flood; her dad did not see her or hear her until it was over.
In her room again, she was exhausted. She tried to read her book in bed, but her legs,
stretched flat before her, ached. She had been clenching them all during the fighting. When her
dad was on his way down the hall, he tapped on her door and pushed it open enough to fit his
head in. Going to sleep soon, huh? he said. It’s getting late. He spoke softly, but she didn’t like
him trying to be softer with her now, after he had been so loud. She couldn’t look at him, so she
said yes and looked straight ahead at the black window until he said, Okay, night El, or just
closed the door.

***

In the summer, her dad drew up plans to build an above-ground pool at the top of the backyard,
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where the ground flattened out before the slope of the levee. He still didn't want Elinor and Eric
swimming in the river, and he had to give them some other, safer option.
Elinor helped him dig the holes for the support timbers and lay the planks for the
platform it would sit on, leveling them out before they nailed them down. Then they assembled
the cylindrical metal frame, unrolled the thick layer of plastic, and stretched it across the circular
opening. Finally, when the lining was secured all around, they put the hose in and turned on the
water. It took the rest of that day and into the next to fill. Her dad had to set an alarm, and when
Elinor woke up, the water was all the way to the top, its surface glistening in the morning sun.

***

The cotton was falling when Danny came to dinner. Her dad had the barbecue going in the
corner of the yard. She and the other kids were sitting on a blanket on the lawn—dry and brown
at the end of the summer heat—eating dinner off paper plates, when Danny stepped out of the
sliding doors onto the deck.
Van Morrison was playing on the stereo, a favorite shared by both her parents, and Elinor
had memorized the lyrics, the way the flute and the strings danced around each other. If I
ventured in the slipstream, it went. Would you find me?
Danny's hair was down to his shoulders, thick and wavy and beautiful. He was skinnier
than the pictures she'd seen, hollower in the cheeks, but his eyes looked bigger, and she felt she
could see into him.
How long are you gonna let that mane get? her dad said, clapping Danny on the back.
He'd already had a few beers while he was waiting for everyone to arrive, and his voice was too
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loud already, his laughter too sudden.
Danny tucked his hair behind his ear and tried to smile. He scanned the edges of the deck,
as if it was a turbulent sea and he needed the safety of shore.
How's life in the big city? her dad asked. You living it up out there?
It's all right, Danny said, looking down at his glass of iced tea. I might be moving soon,
though.
Danny had been sober two years, Elinor's mom had said before the party. When the other
adults went inside to refill their wine glasses, Danny came over to Elinor on the picnic blanket
and asked if he could join her. A piece of the cottonwood fluff had landed in his hair—no one
else had noticed it—and once he'd sat down, she reached over and extracted it from the long, soft
strands.
After dinner, as her parents' friends started gathering their things to leave, Elinor asked
her dad if she could go down to the river.
It's getting dark, he said. He was spreading out the coals in the barbecue, and she
watched the finer bits fall through the hole in the bottom and land on the ground.
Please? she said. I want to show Danny.
Don't get in, he said.
Okay, she said over her shoulder, and then she and Eric were gone up the trail to the levee
top, with Danny following behind, across the gravel path and down the ramp on the other side,
running through the carpet of cottonwood leaves, the bottom-most just skeletons, slipping against
each other under their feet. They paused on the path through the trees to make sure Danny was
still behind them. You guys go ahead, he said, I'll catch up.
They kicked their shoes off and rolled up their pant legs. They looked for rocks to skip
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but found mostly mud, so they balled it up in their palms and threw it. They went in up to their
ankles, the water soothing the sting from the high grass. Danny came over the ridge and sat down
on the beach, and they went farther in, until it lapped around their calves, their knees, until it
darkened the cuffs of their jeans and wicked its way up. They ran back up the beach and pulled
their pants off, hopping on one foot while the wet denim clung to their dripping skin. They
pulled their shirts over their heads and dropped them to the sand.
What are you doing, Eric said.
Going swimming, Elinor answered.
You can't take off your shirt.
Why not?
Eric squinted into the sun setting over the levee. Cause you're a girl.
I never take my shirt off when I swim, Danny said. Does that mean I'm a girl?
No, Eric said, crossing his arms. But still.
Elinor kept her eyes on Danny. Why don't you? she asked him.
He shrugged, smiled at her. Just don't like the way I look without one, I guess, he said.
Elinor tore back down the sand and Eric chased her. They ran through the shallows to
where the bank dropped off and flung themselves into the river, sheets of water rising around
them as their heads went under.
They opened their eyes and saw the last light filtering through the murk. They felt the
fine grains of silt under their eyelids, opened their mouths and felt it between their teeth, tasted
its sweetness on their tongues.
Afterward, Elinor sat with Danny on the bank while she dried off. They watched the
clouds of gnats on the water, the minnows leaping out at them.
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Just think, Danny said. If you got on this river right here behind your house, it would take
you all the way to San Francisco.
Elinor thought of the brown water of her river wrapping itself around the wooden pilings
of the piers in San Francisco, splashing up against the rocks of Alcatraz.
When they climbed back up to the top of the levee, it was nearly dark. Smoke was rising
from the backyard, much more than before, and it smelled not of food cooking but of wood
burning. Music was blaring inside the house, but the sliding doors were closed, now, and
everyone had gone home.
Danny rushed down the levee trail, with Elinor and Eric close behind. The lawn all
around the barbecue was black and smoldering. The corner of the deck had collapsed, flames
leaping into the air above it and creeping along the planks toward the house.
Danny ran along the side of the deck, jumping onto the still-intact boards closest to the
house, and went in the sliding door. He yelled for Richard, for Beth, and hurried into the kitchen.
Elinor could see him yanking open the drawers, looking for something.
He emerged onto the deck with a butcher knife and ran up the side of the lawn to the top
of the yard. He went around the left side of the pool, trailing his hand along the taut plastic liner.
He planted his feet perpendicular to the wooden platform, gripped the handle of the knife and
raised it above his shoulder, and plunged it through the plastic.
The water poured forth, tearing the gash open wider, and fell in a smooth, curving sheet
onto the lawn. It covered the black ground in an instant and tumbled over the collapsed boards of
the deck. It hit the wall of the house in waves and splashed onto the deck, washing over the
boards until the last of the flames had been swallowed up.
When the pool was empty and the water had stopped flowing, the music from inside
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seemed to grow louder, and Elinor looked up to see her dad standing between the open sliding
doors, a beer can in his hand, his face swollen with drink, or sleep, or both.

***

Later that year, white city trucks began passing back and forth on the levee. City workers in their
orange vests looked through their scopes, surveying the levee, making notes on their metal
clipboards.
Then heavier equipment appeared, excavators and dump trucks. They were digging a
trench deep into the levee, five feet below ground level, her dad said, so they could pour concrete
into it and build a wall.
Why do they need a wall? Elinor asked.
To hold back the water, he said.
Later, Elinor would learn about potential energy, about how making the water stack up
behind a wall gave it more power, more force if it got through. It would remind her of her dad,
with his yelling. She didn't know what had made him build up the levees inside himself, what he
was trying to keep out or in, but she didn't want to have the same levees inside of her.
The alternative, the one that the city planners had decided against, was to let the river go
where it wanted, to leave space for it to move and floodplains for it to fill. She liked to think
about where all that water would go if it could leave its walls, meander across the landscape, find
its own way to where it was going. She tried to let everything move through her like that, like
water unchecked, to fill her for a time before it sank in or passed on. This was the choice she
made—for her, it was safer.
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Once the wall was finished, the levee men stopped their trucks above Elinor's house, and
her dad went up to talk to them. They needed a clear line of sight into the backyards, they said, to
monitor for flooding.
We can leave the trees we planted, at least, her mom said, but Richard took up for the
levee men, since he knew what it was like to do their kind of work and wanted to make things
easier for them.
That weekend, he cut everything to the ground: the wildflowers, the trees, the bushes.
Then he cut down the cotoneasters, which was difficult because the trunks and branches had
grown into the fence links. When he was finished, their side of the levee was a mown field,
riddled with stumps. The border of their yard was ugly chain-link again, with fragments of
cotoneaster limbs and joints marooned, suspended among the links, like bugs pinned to a board,
like heads on a pike, a crucifixion.
Now the levee men could see into their backyard.
In the spring, water seeped onto the sidewalk along the edge of their front lawn, like a
stain, like evidence: water will go where it wants. When Elinor lay in bed at night, she imagined
it flowing underneath her room, underneath her house, underneath the neighborhood, underneath
everything. It helped her to know that the water had been here, that maybe the water would be
here again someday.
She dreamed of floating down the river all the way to San Francisco. She stockpiled
driftwood in a clearing in the trees behind the beach. She lashed boards together with long bits of
twine that she found in the garage. When her parents were fighting, she went down to the river
and sat watching the current, wondering how she would take it.
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***

Danny did move back to Sacramento, though not until Elinor had gone away to college. Her
mom kept her up to date on his string of apartments downtown, his job at the rice factory, his
back injury from lifting the heavy sacks, a DUI from the pain pills later that year. He went on
social security and looked for other jobs for a while, but nothing stuck. He got rid of his car and
began to ride his bike instead, going most days to the public library, where he checked out stacks
of books and read at the same table by the window on the second floor.
Elinor was away for the summer, studying abroad, when she learned that Danny had, for
the first time, gone out into the river. That he had been taking long bike rides along Highway
160, the River Road, out to the old river towns: Walnut Grove, Locke, Isleton. He sat on the
trestle bridges and watched the water, got to know the river's turns, its fast spots, its slow spots,
the places where it ate away at the levee and the places where it deposited its silt, building up a
new bank.
Past the river towns, the land broke up into pieces. Low-lying islands of marsh grass and
willows lay among the braided tributaries. Lagoons sat stranded from the river's main course. It
was out there that they found Danny, some kayakers who had been exploring the delta. The
police found his bike leaning against the guard rail a ways upriver, and below that, on the rocks
by the water, a gold chain with an amethyst pendant, his wallet, his shoes. He had taken half a
bottle of pills down with a pint of whiskey, and then he had lowered himself into the current,
strong and cool with the spring snowmelt. He had bobbed along in the brown water for a few
minutes, maybe, before the drugs began to take effect, but he would have been weighed down by
his clothes. He would have wanted to let himself sink. He would have taken the brown water into
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his mouth, into his lungs, let his nose and his eyes dip below the surface, welcoming the quiet,
the murk, the sweet silt taste of earth, something that still tasted of life, as he let himself go down
the river, toward the ocean, toward the rest of the water of the world.

***

When she thought of Danny now, she thought of the river, of her bike rides along it, on the levee
with her dad. The farthest they had ever gone together was to Discovery Park, where the two
rivers met. There, the bike trail ended in a parking lot and beyond that, a boat ramp, a road that
sloped down and went straight into the water. Elinor couldn't see its end; she wondered how deep
the road went. She was afraid to go on the ramp with her bike, not trusting its steepness, so they
left their bikes on the grass and walked down the ramp to the edge between wet and dry, where
the wake from the boats lapped up against the concrete.
They were on a promontory, with the water wrapping all around them and bending away
to either side. To their right, curving away to the east, to the mountains, was the American River.
There were boats upriver that way, people playing on the beach, a swath of open space and trees
on either side that had been left to accommodate the river and its rapids.
Coming down from the north, and continuing past them to their left, was the Sacramento
River, brown with the silt of the valley, slick-surfaced, opaque. Where the waters of the two
rivers met, there was a clear line, from the boat ramp out to the last bit of land between them, as
if after coming all this way, the two waters were still hesitant to mix.
But they did: they came together and took the same course from here. Only one river
went on, and it was her river, with its silt smell and silt feel, with its murk and its eddies, its
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cottonwoods. It was a bit cooler, now, after the American, and swollen with its waters, too.
All this time, she had been swimming in both. They were in her, now, and she would take
them with her where she was going.
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Slack Tide

Elinor had gone up to Homer to fish the season, but she couldn't find a crew that needed her. The
boat harbor was at the far end of the spit, a long finger of land that reached out into the deep
waters of Kachemak Bay, a springboard into the open sea. Each day she walked the docks,
looking for movement on the decks below her, asking everyone she saw. With her short hair
hidden under a baseball hat and the too-big work pants she'd bought secondhand, she saw the
men—they were all men—hesitate, squinting up at her before they turned back to their work.
Bad luck, they said, or, if they were polite, Full up.
Giles was different, though. She'd about given up when she met him, playing pool at the
saloon out by the docks. Dollar bills papered the walls, each with a name scrawled across its
face. Smoke lingered under the lights. Bras dangled from the ceiling, though there wasn't another
woman to be seen in the place. With old ship timbers for walls, it was impregnable to the world
outside.
Elinor cleared the table on her third turn. Giles pulled off his baseball hat and put his
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hand to his forehead, stricken but smiling. He was balding—she figured he was about twice her
age—and she had a few inches on him, too, but he was strong, and there was a steadiness in his
dark eyes that she trusted. He bought her a can of beer and they sat down at the bar.
“Don't get too many quick as you round here,” he said. “What brought you up this way?”
It was a question she'd answered again and again before she left San Francisco. Why,
why, why, everyone wanted to know, but no matter what she said, it wasn't reason enough. They
shook their heads, stared at her as if she was a code they couldn't crack. It was so dangerous, so
far, so isolating, they said. So what? she wanted to say.
“I knew a kid in high school who came up here every summer to fish,” she told Giles.
She'd sat behind the guy in English class senior year, watched the muscles move in his shoulders,
his forearms, seen how he'd been honed by the sun, the wind, the work. He didn't talk about it,
though, except to say it was hard work, good money. It was a thing he carried inside of him; he
didn't need to give it away.
Giles took a long sip of his beer. “Couldn't wait to finish school, myself. Hitched up here
when I was seventeen and never left since. Off-shore welding, crabbing, fishing—you name it, I
done it.” He held out his hand to show her his first two fingers, gone after the knuckle. “Place
gets in your blood,” he said.
She read the names on the dollar bills, all the people who had made it this far. She'd
hardly done anything in her life, aside from school. One year out of college and it only looked
like more of the same: desks, computers, papers. “I guess I wanted to see it for myself,” she said.
“Work hard and have something to show for it.”
Giles nodded, as if it was the answer he'd been looking for, and drained the last of his
beer. “I can get you on a boat,” he said. “It ain't fishin', but it's a start.”
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***

The next day Elinor walked along the farthest row of docks, where the big boats were kept, until
she saw the name he'd told her, in capital letters near the prow of an old crabber. The gray and
white paint on the hull had worn thin, showing through to the duller shine of the steel below.
Radar and satellite dishes of various ages sprung from the roof of the wheelhouse, and two black
boom cranes cut a tall V into the sky like a pair of antennae. Rusting metal cables criss-crossed
her view, stretching from the ends of the cranes to every corner of the deck, appearing to hold the
whole thing together.
Giles emerged onto the stern, wiping his hands on a rag. She climbed over the rail and
stepped on deck.
He gave her a tour of the boat: the forepeak, the fore deck with its two fish holds and the
upper deck with two more, the wheelhouse, and directly behind it and across from each other the
state rooms—one for the skipper and one for the engineer. Port meant left, starboard meant right,
maps were charts, ropes were lines—she'd speak this language now.
In the galley, she met the rest of the crew. Oli, the skipper, had a boyish mop of blond
hair and large, very white teeth. He smiled when he shook her hand but avoided her eyes after
that. Though it was his boat, he seemed ill-at-ease, and enthralled by the other two men, like a
younger brother who had for once been allowed to tag along. “I generally don't like to have
women on boats,” he said, “but I trust Giles's judgment. Best engineer around.”
“Well, Oli,” Giles said, “she ain't a general-type woman.”
Troy, the other deckhand, was from Kodiak, ex-Marine, a crabber waiting out the
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summer. He ma'amed her when she spoke to him and apologized to her when he swore, but
otherwise ignored her. From the corner of his eye, he watched Giles, hanging on his every word,
working at the tobacco in his lip.
Before they went back down to the deck, she poked her head into the last room, off the
galley. It had four berths, two atop two. She didn't like the idea of rooming with Troy, but he'd
hardly noticed her—outside of sleeping, she could keep her distance.
On the stern, Giles told her that Troy was initially hired as the engineer, but he'd been
bumped down to deckhand when Giles was brought on. “He don’t know his asshole from his
elbow,” Giles told her. “Lucky I even let him look at the engines.”
She asked if there was anything she could help with, and he gave her a brush and a
bucket of paint. “Oli likes to keep up appearances,” he said, nodding toward the walls of the
house as he made his way downstairs to the engines. “You ask me, he'd be better off worrying
about the insides of his boat.”
She could see it hadn't been long since the last paint job, but she set to work anyway,
covering up smears of dirt and handprints. She kept at it until dusk, when she couldn't see the
difference anymore.
“Anything else?” she asked, when Giles came back up on deck.
There was a leak in the pipes, he said. Did she have any other clothes? It was fine to get
her work pants dirty, she told him, but he shook his head and plucked a pair of rain gear off a
hook on the wall.
“Put these on,” he said. He led her down through the engine room to the mouth of a
narrow passageway. “Know how to use this?” he asked, handing her a hose clamp.
She nodded, knelt, shined the light down the tunnel, and decided to keep it off. She had
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never liked small spaces. She lay on her stomach and caterpillared along the cold steel floor,
keeping one hand on the pipe that hung from the ceiling. A stream of water trickled along the
floor underneath her, threatening to run down the bib of her overalls if she didn't keep herself
raised off the ground.
She couldn't see where the tunnel ended, but she was deep in the belly of the boat. She
tried not to think about what was above her, the tons and tons of steel, the state rooms, the deck,
the house, everything.
Water shot into her palm, and she yelled at Giles to turn the water off. The hole was as
big as a dime. She lay on her side and bent one knee so she could use both hands, wound the
rubber strip around the pipe, and fitted the hose clamp around it. The screwdriver barely fit
between the wall and the pipe. Her arms shook with the effort. She got it as tight as she could
and fell back onto her elbows, letting her head droop between her shoulders.
She inched backward, her knees and elbows grinding against the floor. Giles was waiting
for her at the opening. She got to her feet, straightened her back.
His eyes were fixed on her. “Got it?”
She nodded.
He was seeing how far she would go.

***

They left Homer a week later, sometime after midnight. Giles had insisted on waiting until slack
tide, so he wouldn't have to contend with the push or pull of the water as he steered among the
docks and out the narrow mouth of the harbor. She stood next to him in the wheelhouse, wanting
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to be there for the first moments. The others had already gone to sleep. The water was black as
oil; only the glaciers across the bay held any light.
As soon as they were in open water, Giles got down from the captain's chair. “All yours,”
he said.
She laughed, incredulous.
“Gotta learn sometime,” he said. “We take turns watching the wheel.”
The cushion of the chair had split down the middle, and the foam padding was visible
underneath a worn piece of duct tape, but once she'd climbed up, it felt like a throne.
“GPS is broken,” he said, “so you'll have to chart your heading.” He lifted the top of the
captain's table and shuffled through the poster-size maps until he found one of Kachemak Bay.
He placed a compass at the tip of the spit and put one callused fingertip at the opening of the bay,
southwest of them. “We're aimin' here, right?” He took the reading and then spun the wheel until
the number on the dashboard matched up. “Ain't much to it,” he said. “See?”
He went to his state room and returned with a plastic jug, full of a pale liquid.
“Homebrew,” he said, holding it out to her. “Want a taste?”
She took one sip and tried not to make a face. It burned her throat going down and made
her eyes water—the only thing that cut the taste of rubbing alcohol seemed to be a bit of
powdered lemonade.
“I'll sit up with you 'til we get out of the bay,” he said, taking his seat in the first mate's
chair.
They both put their feet up on the dash, watching the running light wash over the sea. She
asked him how he got to know so much about engines, listened to his stories about his first time
crabbing, his trips up the Yukon with a hand-built outboard motor, the months he spent
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assembling oil rigs in the middle of the ocean. Her dad was an engineer, too, she told him, but a
different kind. Her dad wouldn't have the first clue what to do if something went wrong on the
boat, just like Giles would be at a loss on her dad's civil projects—stormwater retention, drainage
swales, culverts. But there was something in common, something about the way their minds
grabbed hold of things and picked them apart.
“Going below,” he said, finally, slipping off his chair. “Wake Troy in a couple hours to
take over. And see what you can do about that GPS. I'm no good with electronics.”
It was hard to believe that he thought she could fix it, but then, she had some of that brain
in her, too.
She was glad to have the wheelhouse to herself. With everything black out the
windows—only the light from the lamp on the table and the running light just outside the door
next to her—she could have been in her own bedroom back home, reading and studying as she
had done so many nights of her life.
She plotted their course down through the Shelikof Strait, between Kodiak Island and the
Aleutian chain, and then she sifted through the books and maps until she found the manual for
the GPS system. It was merely a matter of calibration: the coordinates that showed on the screen
did not match the boat's actual location, and thus the map that it displayed was not correct either.
She rebooted the system and reconfigured it, and soon the bright orange outline of the
land on the screen matched what she saw on the paper map. As the circle on the screen refreshed,
and the islands and the coastline slid by, the boat remained at the center of the crosshairs.

***
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They dropped anchor just off the cannery docks in Dillingham. Buildings of white clapboard
clustered along the riverbank, like the bleached bones of an animal that had heaved itself ashore
to die. Conveyor belts ran along the docks and fed into the processing facility, and a network of
wooden boardwalks led up the bank to the dormitories. The cannery's smokestack jutted into the
sky, the town's only monument.
It was the first clear day since they'd left Homer, and Elinor lay on the warm metal hold,
writing a letter to Claire, the girl she'd been seeing in San Francisco. Elinor told her about
driving the boat, about the storms in the Shelikof Strait, when she'd seen a pot rise off the stove,
fall horizontally across the galley, and slam into the opposite wall, about the beluga whales that
surrounded the boat one day, glimmering like whitecaps on the brown water.
Troy sat on the other hold with his back to her, a pile of tangled lines at his feet. One by
one, he wrapped them around his thick forearm and neatly tied them off.
Oli had the radio on the loudspeaker over the deck, and the drone of the man at the
weather service, reporting the day's winds and tides, resonated among the small colony of boats
anchored around them. They were all tuned to the cannery's channel, the only one that came in
clearly. Fish and Game could open the season any minute.
Giles came out on deck with an armful of laundry, filled a tub with water, and began to
beat at his grease-blackened clothes.
She started on a new page, told Claire how she'd made friends with a forty-something
man from Appalachia with a handlebar mustache, that despite all their differences she felt
connected to him, that she saw his brilliance and maybe he saw hers. I love him, she wanted to
write, but she didn't love him like she loved Claire, and she didn't think she could explain it. She
didn't think Claire would understand.
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Giles strung a line up across the deck and began to wring his clothes out. A stream of
dirty water splashed into the tub.
She crumpled up the last page and stuffed it into her pocket. She stood and leaned over
the rail. The water swirling past the boat looked clearer and greener than before, benign
compared to the high waves and the silver surface she'd seen on the sail out. “Can you swim in
this water?” she asked Giles over her shoulder.
“I wouldn't,” he said. “That water's cold, even this time of year.”
“Can you, though?”
“If you wait for slack tide,” he said. “I suppose it wouldn't hurt to jump in and jump right
back out.”
She imagined the surface gone still, a moment of no current. The pause of a pendulum
before it began to swing back the other way.
Giles whistled as he hung the clothes up on the line.
Troy watched him cross back and forth, working at the tobacco in his lip. “Know they say
whistling brings the wind,” he said, and spit over the rail.
“Fine with me,” Giles said. “Least that'll be something moving around here.”

***

That evening they got word that the first opener would be the next day, from eight in the
morning to noon. Since it was their last chance before setting out for open water, Oli let the three
of them go into town for the night. He gave them each a hundred dollar advance, they put on
their best jeans, and he dropped them off at the cannery dock.
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They went straight to the bar. She had never wanted a drink so much in her life. She'd
been watching herself so closely, trying to do everything just right—the minute she set foot on
land she felt looser, more at ease.
They cashed their advances with the bartender. There was nothing on tap, and beer in a
can was five dollars, but cash would be worthless on board the boat. She'd burn through it all
tonight.
She ordered two beers and two whiskeys, and she and Giles crossed the bar to the pool
tables. Troy, brooding, took a seat at the bar.
They didn't see him again until hours later, when they heard yelling outside and saw
people rushing out the double doors. The fight had already broken up by the time they made it
out themselves. Troy had broken a bottle over a guy's head, someone told them. Down the road,
he was making his way toward the docks, his gait unsteady, his hands balled into fists, his head
held high.
She and Giles stumbled back to the boat around two, but Troy was nowhere to be found.
Relieved to have the room to herself, she fell asleep immediately.
She woke to him standing a few feet from her bed. She sat up and put her feet on the
floor. In the dim light from the porthole, she could make out his outline but not his face.
“You got a man back home?” His voice was low and uncertain, his hands opening and
closing at his sides.
“No,” she said, before she could catch herself. Her bunk was enclosed on the ends; there
was no way around him to the door.
He took a step toward her, leaned on the top bunk.
She slid back into the corner, with her legs out in front of her. “I don't want one, either.”
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She spoke as loud as she could, hoping Giles would hear.
The bunk creaked as Troy pushed off and righted himself. She could hear his tongue
working the tobacco back and forth in his lip.
“I know about you,” he said, his old snarl returning. “Think you're man enough, ain't that
right.”
Slowly, she bent her knees and prepared to shift her weight onto her feet. Then she curled
her hand into a fist and rapped on the wall next to her, watching his legs.
He turned his head, leaned back on his heels, and she sprung off the bunk. In three quick
strides she was out the door. She yanked it shut behind her, and as she flew down the galley
stairs, there was an eruption of sound from within: dishes crashing to the floor, something heavy
being hurled at the wall that stood between her and him.
She locked the door of the bathroom behind her. She sat on the cold concrete floor of the
shower, arms wrapped around her tucked knees, the dampness seeping into her clothes. She
stayed there until daylight.

***

The fish came up thrashing, suffocating, caught by their gills in the fishermen's nets. To come all
this way, she thought, only to be plucked out. She had lost track of the days, marked time only
by the openers. Darkness was brief, but perpetual cloudcover turned the sunlight pallid. She lived
in one suspended morning.
As tender, her boat's role was to tend to the fishermen, which meant taking the fish,
refrigerating them, and delivering them to the cannery. During openers, they sat on their anchor
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outside the mouth of the river, while the smaller boats circled around the fish, pulling up load
after load of net studded with their glistening, twisting silver bodies.
Once the fishermen filled their holds, they raced over to the tender and tied on to its tow
line. There were other tenders, but her boat's line was always long—sometimes she couldn't see
the end of it. Far as she knew, she was the only woman on the whole bay.
“You're the bait,” Giles told her. “They'll wait an hour just to talk to you.”
One by one, the fishing boats came alongside and tied onto the bigger boat. From his spot
on the upper deck, Giles lowered the boom crane so that the scale and its pelican hook hung over
the fishermen's heads. They guided the hook through the straps of the brailer bag, and Giles
lifted it over the rail and positioned it above the square mouth of the hold.
She stood near the forepeak, waiting for the bag to stop swinging, for the face of the scale
to twist back toward her, for the numbers to settle. The fabric creaked under the strain. A long
stream of guts dangled down from the bag, quivered in the wind, and detached itself, landing wet
on her rain gear.
The fishermen climbed on board and stood next to her, watching the weights. Where was
she from, they asked. Why was she here.
Same reason you are, she said.
“Pad the weights a little,” Giles had told her. “They'll bring us gifts.”
She didn't want to give them any ideas, though, and Oli would get in trouble with the
cannery if the numbers were too far off. She rounded up by five, ten at the most, wrote the
weights down on the fish ticket, and nodded at Troy. He yanked on the line, the pelican hook
snapped open, and the fish fell into the hold.
Still, the fishermen came back again and again, passing her cans of beer, plastic pints of
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whiskey, or baggies of dried-out weed from the pockets of their rain gear
If they lingered too long, Giles swung the pelican hook right over their heads. “They'd eat
you alive if they got the chance,” he said.
She'd been sleeping in his room ever since the night in town—an hour here or there,
when he was on watch or down with the engines. She'd told him that she wouldn't share a room
with Troy anymore, but nothing else. Troy had resumed ignoring her; she was all but certain that
he didn't remember. It ended with her, then.
“Won't bother you none,” Giles had said, and for a moment she wanted to hug him. For a
moment, she wanted something to hold onto.
But she woke to him climbing into bed next to her. First he was just gonna lie there, then
he was just gonna take her pants off, then he was just gonna feel her skin. It was always just, just,
just. She didn't touch him, didn't breathe, hardly. She closed her eyes and sent herself away, out
the porthole and across the brown water to somewhere else.
Giles winked at her if their eyes met on deck. When they passed each other in the galley,
he put his hand on the small of her back or pinched her side, and her body went rigid. Don't, she
wanted to say. It's not like that. But she worried it would hurt him, make him angry with her, and
she couldn't afford to lose him.
She tried to avoid him, read her book in the farthest tip of the forepeak, stood in the tiny
shower stall long after she'd finished. She wished she could talk to someone from home—they
would know what to do—but the satellite phone was only for emergencies, and, besides,
everyone on the boat would be able to hear her talking. She had given up on writing: her letters
would take a few weeks to get home, another few weeks for a reply to come back, and by then it
would all be over. She couldn't put it into words, anyway.
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Once the tender was full, they went back up the river to the cannery to offload. Two
bleary-eyed kids stood waiting on the dock. Once she'd tied up, they passed the vacuum hose
down to her. It was a foot in diameter and so heavy that they lashed ropes around it in several
places so they could control it with the crane. She climbed down into the hold and, clinging to
the ladder, guided the mouth of the tube into the center of the pool of dead fish.
The tube slurped at the water, and the bodies thumped one by one into the hose's mouth.
She watched their dark silhouettes rise through the square of light at the top of the hold, lowering
herself down the ladder as the water level fell. When it was knee-deep, she waded into it,
pushing the fish toward the center so the vacuum could pick them up. The water rushed under the
cuffs of her rain pants and filled her boots.
She had come too far for this—too far to be stuck at the bottom of the boat with the rest
of its spoils.

***

On the biggest opener, there were so many fish that they had to use all four holds. Troy snapped
the bags right onto the deck, and they swept the fish into a mechanical ladder that lifted them to
the upper holds. The ladder was slow and rickety, and soon they were ankle-deep in fish, kicking
their way through the shining, lifeless bodies. With broken spines and eyes bulging with blood,
the fish slid across the slick steel deck and slammed into the rails as the boat leaned and rolled
over the waves. They worked late into the night, rain slicing through the floodlights high above
the deck.
“No more!” Oli shouted, coming out onto the deck and waving off the boats in line.
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“We’re full!” His voice was shrill, giddy. “Three quarters of a million pounds,” he said, as he
went back in to radio the cannery, “the most fish I’ve ever taken.” He decided to wait until
morning to make the trip upriver, when he would have daylight and the tide on his side.
She and Giles went in to sleep, only to wake to Oli slapping at the door. “Get up!” he
said. “Chiller's broken!”
Giles leapt from the bed. “All right!” he yelled, pulling his boots on. “I told him before
we left Homer,” he said, shaking his head, “them chillers are old as dirt. They can't handle this
kind of load.”
She pulled her boots on, too, and they went down to the engine room. It didn't take Giles
long to figure it out. “Head gaskets,” he said, wiping the grease off his hands. “It was only a
matter of time.”
They would have to make the trip upriver immediately. They pulled the anchor and Oli
fired the engines. Now he'd have to fight the current and the tide, and since the GPS was no help
with the sandbars that constantly shifted location in the mouth of the river, he'd have to navigate
by soundings as he went.
She and Giles went back to his room. He sat on the bunk while she leaned against the
small dresser across from him. In the wheelhouse, Oli was trying out swear words like a child.
Suddenly Troy appeared in the doorway, filling its small frame. He held his switchblade
out toward Giles, as if Troy was the one defending himself. “Bout had it with you and her
screwing off,” he said, not even glancing in her direction. “Now my job's on the line, too.”
Giles's hand went to the knife clipped to his belt, but he did not move off the bed. “This
ain't got nothin' to do with her,” Giles said, “except you been jealous since day one.”
Troy hocked tobacco juice from his throat, and she caught a glimpse of his black tongue.
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“If you don't get down there and fix them chillers,” he said, “I'll cut your throat.”
She took a slow breath in. If she was quick about it, she could reach out and slam the
door right in his face.
Giles leveled his gaze on Troy. “Blown gaskets, Troy. You could've figured that out
yourself if you had half a brain. Ain't nothin' for it short of rebuilding the whole engine, and
that'll take new parts. ” He was so calm, he almost seemed bored. “But come on if you're
comin'.”
Troy wavered on the threshold of the room.
Just then, the hull of the boat struck the river bottom and lurched to a halt. Troy's arms
shot out to catch himself against the door frame, and his knife clattered to the floor of the
corridor.
A smile spread across Giles's lips. “You done it, now, Oli,” he said, pushing past Troy.
She followed him up the two stairs to the wheelhouse.
“Shit!” Oli yelled. He threw the engines full throttle forward, reverse, but the boat did not
budge. “I can't afford to lose these fish,” he said, standing and pacing the wheelhouse.
She looked past him out the window, at the water racing by under the floodlights,
draining out the river, growing shallower by the second. They were stranded. Only the incoming
tide would be strong enough to float them off the sandbar. That was still hours away, and by then
the fish would be no good. But she didn't care anymore. She was done with this—done with
them.
Troy slammed his fist into the wall of the corridor and turned his back on them, heading
into the galley.
“Afraid you lost a deckhand, too,” Giles said, nodding in Troy's direction.
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Oli faced him. “No one's going anywhere until we get this fixed.”
“No fightin' on a boat,” Giles said. “That's rule number one. Don't pretend you didn't hear
that whole thing—you were sittin' right here.”
Oli turned and flopped back onto the captain's chair. “Giles, I just need you all to do your
jobs.” He spoke in a high whine. “This is exactly why I don't like to have women on boats—it
always causes problems for the crew.”
Pain ripped through the right lobe of her brain, as if something had come loose behind
her ear. She put her hand up to her head, to hold herself together, and the words came streaming
out. She couldn't hear herself for the blood roaring in her ears, couldn't see them as it flooded
into her eyes.

***

Giles found her at the stern rail, the tide book in one hand and a plastic bag, knotted tightly, in
the other. Her rain gear was strewn behind her; though the night air was brisk, she wore shorts
and a T-shirt.
“What are you at,” he said, softly.
She did not take her eyes from the water.
“Elinor,” he said.
It was the first time he'd spoken her name since they met, and now it sounded odd. There
had been no need for it out here, and she'd assumed he'd forgotten it altogether.
“We can go together,” he said, touching her arm.
She pulled it away and moved closer to the rail. “I'm not what you think,” she said. She
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handed him the tide book and hoisted herself up. “Just forget about me.”
Maybe she had underestimated him. Maybe he would have understood, if she had given
him a chance.
The low shelf of land was dark, but it wasn't far off. The water swirled lazily around the
corner of the stern, hardly rippling the surface. She would wait until it went still.
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The First to Jump

I stood in the back of the tour group, a little apart from the rest of them—tourists, mostly,
huddled in the smaller groups they’d come with, wanting to see San Francisco without getting
too mixed up in it. My dad was right up in front, nodding his head at everything the tour guide
said. The Segways had been his idea, of course. This was the last day of his visit, though, and
then I could go back to my own life. I was hungover and keeping my distance—he'd been trying
to cut back, since my mom had moved out two months before—and, for once, I was thankful for
the fog that pressed down between us.
The foggiest mornings always followed the warmest nights—something about the
temperature differential, the cool air off the ocean condensing when it ran into the heat that was
still rising off the land. Warm nights in San Francisco were to be not to be wasted. I had rushed
home to change after dinner with my dad and then met up with Claire at the beach just in time
for sunset. It was so balmy that we pulled off our clothes at the water's edge and ran out into the
surf. That turned into pizza and pitchers of beer a few blocks from the beach, a streetcar ride in
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our still-damp clothes, and falling into her bed sometime after three.
I had barely made it to the east end of Golden Gate Park in time for the tour. My shirt
was stained with swirls of dried salt, but I liked having the reminder. I hardly ever took the shirt
off, anyway, and it was so worn that it was beginning to separate at the seams, small holes
forming along the outlines of the red DARE letters across my chest, the openings where the
sleeves had been cut off stretching farther by the day. The air went right through; the more
tattered and threadbare it became, the better I felt. Claire had given it to me, actually, when we
first met. We called it my second skin. She still noticed every time a new hole formed, touched it
gingerly so as not to interrupt the process. “It's looking good, now,” she'd say.
My dad didn't feel the same, though. “Don't you have any other shirts, Elly?” he asked, as
we stood in line at the tour kiosk. “This one looks like the rag I use to check the oil.” He poked
his finger into the hole that was forming along my back collar and pinched my neck.
“Don't!” I said, shrugging his hand away. He was just doing it to get me to smile, to look
at him, even, but it annoyed me that this was still the best he could come up with. “You're
making it worse. And it's Eli, Dad. Just try, please.”
“That's a totally different name,” he said. “It's hard to change something you've been
doing for twenty-five years, El. You don't know what that's like.”
“It's the same exact letters!” I said, as we got up to the front of the line. “Just pronounced
differently.”
He smiled at the girl selling tickets and used the soft, calm voice that he reserved only for
strangers. Rebecca, her name tag said—nice and simple. She had blonde hair, pulled back in a
long, straight ponytail. She directed us to a parking lot, where she would meet us in a few
minutes.
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As we walked over, he picked up where we left off. “I'm the one that chose your name,
you know. After your great-grandma. Plus I like the way it sounds together.” Then he enunciated
my full name, as if hearing it from his mouth would make me realize how beautiful it actually
was. As if I'd just been walking around all this time, not knowing.
Rebecca had us line up behind the Segways and explained how they worked. “Above all,
just relax,” she said. “It takes a little getting used to, but the more you trust the Segway, the
better it'll work.” She paused and looked meaningfully at us, one by one. “It can understand what
you want to do. You just have to let it.”
I stifled a laugh and shook my head. I hated when people acted like machines could do
anything without you telling them to, as if they had minds of their own. It seemed like that was
everyone in the Bay Area now, with all the tech stuff happening in Silicon Valley. Rebecca
probably worked down there and spent her weekends in the city, leading Segway tours for fun.
“Let’s saddle up then,” she said, clipping her helmet under her chin.
I stepped up onto the footpad and gripped the handlebars.
Rebecca glided precisely between us, helping us power on before assuming her position
at the head of the group.
First, she said, we had to get comfortable on the machines. She showed us how to lean
forward and back to feel how the machines responded. She faced us and demonstrated a sort of
mechanized rocking motion.
I jerked back and forth twice and then stood in place, nauseated. I considered telling my
dad I was motion sick and staying behind, lying in the grass and waiting till it was over. He was
taking quickly to his Segway, already tracing neat arcs on the asphalt, a rare, self-satisfied smile
on his face.
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It was the most fun I'd seen him have the whole time he'd been in town. When I showed
him my apartment, he'd stayed in the hallway with his hands in his pockets, peeking into my
room as if it was a museum exhibit. “Awful cramped,” he said, eyeing the sagging bookshelves
above my bed. “Did you mount those into the studs?”
I wondered if he could read the titles—Three Lives, Nightwood, Valencia—then figured
he wouldn't recognize them, anyway. “Drywall anchors,” I said, motioning him to follow me
down the hall.
“You can get one of those stud finders at the hardware store, you know,” he said. “They
really do work.”
“Are you coming?” I called from the kitchen.
He appeared in the doorway and glanced around the room.
“Don't you want to sit for a second?” I asked.
The baseball game was coming on soon, he said.
“There's always a game on,” I said. “This is our only time together.”
It was the first game of the series, though, he said.
I took him to the bar I always went to, down the street from my apartment, the only one
left in the city for people like me. This is where I met Claire, I wanted to tell him, but he still
didn't know who Claire was.
“What do you like so much about this place?” he said, taking a quick look around. “They
don't even have the game on.”
With the light still filtering in from outside, the bar looked darker than I was used to, and
smaller without the evening crowd. “Well,” I cleared my throat but spoke quietly. “It's a gay bar.
For women.” I still had trouble saying the words, even though it had been five or six years since
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that day in the car, when I told him that the girl I'd brought home over winter break was not just
a friend. I hope it wasn't my fault, he had said. I bristled at his choice of words. Why would it be?
He shrugged. You know, he said, all the softball stuff we did.
He'd been my coach all through Little League. We'd played catch in the front yard on
countless afternoons, as the cottonwood drifted down from the river trees behind our house. He'd
threaded a cable through the holes in a Wiffle ball and strung the cable between the fences of our
backyard so I could practice my level swing. He'd pitched to me, told me to watch the ball, and
turned to see it sail over his head every time I connected. He'd knelt with the catcher's mitt while
I pitched to him, driven me out to the fields north of town for lessons, to get my wind-up right, to
work on releasing the ball at my hip so it zipped straight across the plate, hardly any arc in its
path.
He took a second, longer look at the other customers, clustered around the tables at the
far end of the bar. They had short hair like me, too-big flannels and denim jackets, hats pulled
low to hide their eyes.
“I don't see why it has to be separate,” he said. He ordered another beer and asked the
bartender to put the game on, settling in now that he had something to focus on.
I asked him what he wanted to do the next day—he could pick, since it was his last day in
town.
He waited for the next pitch. It was inside, a ball. He clicked his tongue against his teeth.
“We could bike around Golden Gate Park,” I offered. “I could show you all my favorite
spots.”
“I'm pretty tired from all the walking today,” he said.
That was how we'd landed on the Segways.
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***

“Sir?” Rebecca said, quickly guiding her Segway up alongside my dad. “Would you mind
waiting for the rest of us before moving on to more difficult maneuvers?”
I was too hungover to smile, but I took a small inner comfort in knowing that my dad,
with his outsized respect for authority and rules, would be embarrassed at having been
reprimanded. He glided back to his spot at the end of the row.
On the way to the airport to pick him up, I had managed to muster a glimmer of
excitement to see him. In that first moment, when all we had to do was smile and hug, it didn't
seem so long ago when I used to spot him at the far edge of the blacktop after school, sprint off
the basketball court mid-play, without a word to the others. I'd hit full speed crossing the kickball
diamond, clear the hopscotch boxes in one bound. I saw only him: his collar unbuttoned, his hair
softer, wavier now that the gel had released its hold. He raised his sunglasses to the top of his
head and bent down slightly, spread his arms, and, from what seemed like an incredible distance,
I leapt and caught hold of his shoulders, clasping my hands together behind his neck as he spun
me around, absorbing all the momentum I'd gathered. I never even had to slow down—we both
just knew what to do.
But he hadn't recognized me when I saw him standing with his suitcase, on the median
near the taxi stand. I had cut most of my hair off since the last time we saw each other, and I had
to call his name a few times before he realized it was me. I came around the car to give him a
hug, but he went directly to the trunk, occupying himself with the optimal arrangement of the
suitcases.
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“Better go,” he said, motioning toward the car behind us. “This guy's trying to get in.”
We had exhausted all of our conversational topics on the ride home from the airport. I
couldn't remember the last time we'd been together, just the two of us. My mom was always
there—she planned our time together, she spearheaded the activities, and she and I could talk
endlessly, while my dad lagged behind or walked ahead, silent and stern, snapping at her
whenever she asked him something. In a way, then, it was easier without her here. I wasn't quite
as frustrated with him, but at the same time, we didn't know how to talk to each other.
I used to try to help him. I had seen him cry once, when I was twelve. We were having a
family meeting, as we often did after the worst fights—the ones that ended in my mom crying in
her room or my brother in his, and me going in to sit with them, crying, too. He wanted to be
closer to us, he said, in a tiny, squeezed-out voice I'd never heard. He wanted to talk with us
more, but he didn't know how.
In the car, on the way to school, the silence became its own presence, riding along
between us, growing larger and more intimidating, and I began to search for things to say. That
was why—when I got in the car again for the ride home and he reached across the bench seat and
squeezed my leg hard above the knee—I let him do it for a moment longer before I laughed and
grabbed his hand, gently pushing it away. He needed it, to feel like we had something together.

***

Once we had finished practicing all the maneuvers in the parking lot, Rebecca led us down the
driveway to the main street that cut east-west through the park and out to the ocean. She modeled
the hand signal for braking at the intersection, came to a stop, and looked back to make sure the
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rest of us followed suit. Then she signaled left, turned into the bike lane, and our engines whirred
one-by-one out onto the fog-slick street as we hurried to fall in line, like baby ducks behind their
mother.
My dad stayed right up at the front with Rebecca, talking shop about battery life, max
speed, turning radius. His cheerfulness grated on me; I wished he would just go back to being his
usual grouchy self.
Rebecca was pointing out all the things I already knew about as we passed them. On our
right was the de facto roller-skating rink, an asphalt rectangle where people circled around and
around, dancing to workout songs blaring from a boombox in the center. Leading, as always, was
a man in all red, short shorts and a spaghetti-strap tank top, with hyper-toned muscles.
“I love San Francisco,” I heard a woman behind me say. “It's just so unique. So diverse.”
I wished I could point out the spot a ways down the road, tucked back in the trees, where
the unique, diverse people went to fuck. See how much she loved that.
My Segway sped up as the road began its long descent toward the beach. We were
approaching the buffalo enclosure, another classic crowd-pleaser. I could give this tour in my
sleep. If we'd been on our own, I could've taken my dad on the trails I'd explored, shown him the
hidden places I'd discovered: the corral where the police kept their horses, the lush pocket of
forest where the tree ferns grew, or the three shallow, rectangular pools I'd stumbled on recently,
where I'd watched a man and a young girl practicing their fly-fishing casts. I'd sat a long time
listening to the whirring of their reels, the buzz of the fishing line cutting the air, and then the
soft, drawn-out syllable of the line unfurling on the water's surface. If I watched closely, I
thought I could see the water, too, rising up to meet it.
But my dad had wanted the official tour of the park, from someone like Rebecca. He
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wanted to stand still and not have to exert any effort to have the world move past him, while she
told him what to look at and what to think.
I pulled out of line and picked up speed, the cool droplets of fog condensing on my
cheeks. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the group’s helmet heads turning one by one to
watch me pass.
As I got up near the front of the line, I could hear my dad chatting amiably with Rebecca.
Two bugs in a rug, I thought.
“Did you even want to come visit me?” I said, coming up on his left shoulder, my voice a
higher pitch than I had intended.
He turned and faced me, his smile falling. “Of course I wanted to come, El,” he said.
“You're my daughter.”
“That doesn't mean anything,” I said. My Segway accelerated, and I realized I was
leaning forward. “Not when you want my hair to be different, my clothes to be different, my
name to be different. Maybe you just want a different daughter!”
“What about you, El?” His tone was sharp now, cutting. “You can't even look me in the
eye. I may as well not be here!”
My legs went weak, and my Segway wobbled slightly. “Do I ever tell you how I want
your hair? Or how I want you to act? Do you have any idea what I want?”
He looked right at me, and the space between us narrowed. “Why can't you just say it?”
“Because!” I yelled, smacking my hand on my handlebars. No one wants to be the first to
jump, I wanted to tell him, but before I could say it, my Segway swerved into the bike lane, and
my breath caught in my chest.
He called out my name just before my right wheel clipped his left, and as our wheels
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squealed against each other and the momentum began to transfer into our bodies, my arms rose
up and reached out to him, finally, again.

81

Brothers

My brother ran away when I was born. It's his favorite story to tell.
You have a sister now, my parents told him, the night they brought me back from the
hospital. Do you want to see?
No, Eric said, crossing his arms. Take it back.
They found him in the closet in the laundry room, which was as far as he could get. He
was two and a half.
He shrugs for the punchline, raises his eyebrows. I wanted a brother, he says.
I did, too, I want to tell him. We wanted the same thing. I wanted to be treated like he
was; I wanted him to treat me that way.

***

I have a friend who knows where to get T on the cheap, without a prescription. Once a week, I
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steady my breathing and stick the syringe into the flesh of his ass, until he can do it on his own.
We work out together, and I watch him add weight to the bar every week, his shoulders
ballooning so quickly he gets stretch marks. His waist and hips narrow; his jawline emerges,
sharp and defiant. Sometimes he is unaccountably irritable, and he snaps at me. He doesn't
apologize like he used to.
Want some? he says, after he takes his shot one day.
I'm scared: of needles, of growing hair on my face and losing it from my head, of not
knowing what will happen, or when.
But I do want it. I undo my belt, pull down my waistband, roll up a towel and clench it
between my teeth.

***

My brother lives at the southernmost edge of the city, in a house he and his wife bought just
before the market skyrocketed. They drew up a budget together and saved all their money,
cooking meals at home nearly every single night for five years. My brother always has a plan,
and he always sticks to it.
I live in the lowlands of the city. I call it the swamp, and my brother laughs every time,
but it is warmer here. The air stays put, rather than blowing away like everywhere else in San
Francisco. Long ago, before sewers and drains and pavement, a creek flowed right past my front
door. I fantasize about breaking up the concrete in my narrow back alley, planting trees whose
roots can reach down to the old stream.
For now, I have a garden on the fire escape outside my bedroom window: hanging vines,
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airplants, succulents in shallow pots. I've gotten good at caring for them, since that's what I do
for work, visiting different parks around the city to weed around the native plants, water them. I
like checking in on their progress, seeing how much they've grown, helping them along if I can.
My brother's house is on a hill with a powder-blue water tower at the top. I can see his
water tower from all over the city, rising above the smoky green of the cypress and eucalyptus in
the park. As long as I can see it, I feel like I know where he is, like he's watching me.
I call to tell him about the testosterone, that I might keep taking it, but he has his own
news.
Boy or girl? I ask, phone lying on my ear, me lying on my bed.
We're waiting, he says. Keeping it a surprise.
Why? My voice cracks for the first time.
He laughs. Frog in your throat?
I hold the phone away from my mouth and cough, pound on my chest, hoping it clears.
They don't want to get their hopes up either way, he says. They will be happy no matter
what.
But I know: my brother wants a boy.
How far along? I ask.
I look at my calendar, count eight weeks backward. His wife and I had our last period at
the same time.

***

My girlfriend, Claire, is the first to notice. She always is. There are pimples in places I never get
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them, along my hairline above my ears, the hollows of my cheeks, the place where my neck
curves into my jawbone. A single dark hair grows underneath my belly button, and I pluck it out.
Another grows, and this time Claire catches it before I do.
She looks me in the eyes. Why didn't you tell me, she says.
I don't know what to tell her. Maybe I needed to do it on my own, I say.
We agree to take some time apart. I try to carry on as usual, but everything seems to grate
on me. I up my workouts to twice a day, hoping it will mellow me out, but it only gives me more
energy. I do pull-ups in my doorway, run through the park at night, sticking to the trails so I can
take my shirt off. When I get to the beach, I lie in the sand until my heart stops pounding.
I'm grumpy at work, taciturn. My co-workers start avoiding me; my boss asks if I need
some personal days.
I want to be around people, but I don't want to talk. I want my brother, I realize. I want to
help him prepare. I ask if I can come up to the house for a few days and landscape their
backyard.
I think we're just gonna put in a lawn, he says. It'll be nice for the baby.
I tell him about native grasses that will grow in soft bunches, about their beautiful, muted
shades. They're meant for this place, I tell him, so they won't need so much water, so much work.
I bring trays of grass plugs from the nursery at my work. That's it? my brother says.
They're so small.
They're stronger than they look, I say. They just need to establish themselves.
He complains that they're taking forever to grow. He worries that they'll die if they get
stepped on.
I return every week to pull out the clovers that have sprouted between them, the
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eucalyptus shoots that will take their sun.

***

A week before their wedding, his wife, Tracy, asked me to be a bridesmaid; her first stringer had
backed out.
I had hoped to be one of my brother's best people, but I tried to feel honored by the
invitation. As long as I don't have to wear a dress, I said.
Wear what you want, she said, so I went to a fancy men's store on Union Square and
spent my whole paycheck on slacks and a dress shirt. I had to go to Macy's to find a tie in the
right shade. It was the first time I'd bought new clothes in years.
My brother called the next day. Can't you just do it for Tracy? he asked. It would mean a
lot to her.
I told him, You know I have never been comfortable.
I got to the venue early, for the pictures. Tracy handed me a sleeveless blouse in their
color, a pale peach. I picked this up for you, she said. Just so you match.
I posed in a row with all the other bridesmaids, none of whom I'd met before. We stood
behind Tracy with bouquets, smiling fondly at her.
Let's do one of the shoes, the photographer said, gathering us into a circle.
I'll just sit this one out, I said. My leather dress shoes were scuffed and too big.
Come on, Tracy said. Don't worry about it.
I don't want to stand out, I said.
For the ceremony, I was paired with Eric's friend Ryan from middle school, who had
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since grown to what seemed like twice my size. I wore the sleeveless blouse to walk down the
aisle with him, arm in arm.
As soon as it was over, I put on my new shirt and tie and made my way over to the
reception. Worried that no one would recognize me, and not wanting to explain myself if they
did, I stood in the back and drank a couple of beers while the first songs played.
For the father-daughter dance, Tracy and her dad did a waltz. He wore a suit with
coattails that fluttered behind him on each spin and kept his hand firm on her back. They wore
expressions of deep concentration, never missing a step. The guests, lining the edges of the dance
floor, clapped when it was finished.
Eric and my mom had not practiced. They laughed and looked down at their feet, trying
to stay in step, as they circled the dance floor perhaps a little too quickly. My family had never
been much for tradition, but I thought they wore it well.
I saw my brother at the bar afterward.
You changed, he said.
I nodded. With the slight heel on my dress shoes, we were almost the same height. What
do you think?
He took his drink, turned back to the party. I don't know why you always have to be
different, he said.

***

In eighth grade, I papered one wall of my room with full-page photos of teen heartthrobs with
their shirts off, the muscles in their stomachs in ordered rows, like grapes in a bunch, atoms in a
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molecule.
I did sit-ups on the floor of my bedroom.
My brother laughed through his teeth, a snake laugh, a laugh that was not a laugh at all.
How many, he said.
Fifty.
No way, he said.
He was right. But when he walked back by the door to my room, I jerked into motion,
heavy breathing like I'd been doing them all along.

***

When my brother moved up to Majors, the highest you could go in Little League, my dad took
him shopping for a new mitt, new cleats, new batting gloves. He put his old baseball stuff in a
bag to give away. I dug through it, pulling out things to keep.
You can't use that stuff, Eric said.
Why not, I said. You're giving it away.
It's for baseball.
I play baseball.
You play softball, he said.
At the bottom of the bag, I found something rounded and hard, like a shell. White plastic
with a few holes in it and a soft foam edge. This was how baseball players all had that same
shape, I thought. I slipped it down the front of my jeans. In my mirror, I tried out my batting
stance, my pitcher's wind-up, my fielder's crouch.
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I wore the cup to Opening Day. I liked the feeling that I needed to protect myself, that I
was worth protecting. I pulled my stirrups up as high as they went and bunched my pants at the
knees so that everything was tight and form-fitting.
While we lined up, I kept my hands in front of me, so my glove covered it up, but during
the National Anthem I held my hat to my chest and let my other arm hang at my side like
everyone else.
I felt hardened, indestructible.
In the sixth inning, I hit a line drive into left center. I slid into third on my stomach even
though I had the throw pretty well beat. I called timeout like I'd seen my brother do, so I could
stand and readjust myself. The cup had slipped down a bit, and as I bent to slap the dust off my
pants, I quickly pulled it back into place.
I saw my brother and his friends hanging around behind the bleachers. I undid my batting
gloves, tucked them into my back pocket, and took my spot on base, nodding okay to the ump.
The next pitch bounced off the back of the plate and hit the backstop. I stole home before
the catcher even got to the ball.
After the game, I got a root beer from the snack bar and walked along the railroad tracks
to where I could see the river. I found a good-sized stick and filled my back pocket with rocks
from between the tracks.
I scratched a batter's box into the dirt and stepped into it, right foot first, digging the toe
of my cleat in as I sized up the pitcher. I stepped in with my other foot, held one hand up to the
ump, and tapped the plate with my stick. I adjusted the cup and took a few slow half-swings,
squinting at the pitcher all along. Then I cocked the bat back and pulled a rock from my pocket.
Just then I saw my brother and his friend Ryan coming down the tracks toward me,

89

tossing a baseball back and forth. I turned away from them, pulled the cup out, and tucked it into
my mitt.
Wanna play? Ryan said. I'll pitch to you.
I hesitated, looking from him to my brother. My brother never talked to me at Little
League.
I'll catch, Eric said, standing behind me.
I crouched over the plate and faced Ryan. Did you see my game? I asked my brother.
Ryan pitched one way inside and I jumped back.
My brother tossed the ball back to Ryan and did his snake laugh. Why would I do that, he
said.
Ryan pitched another one, faster this time, and it hit my inner thigh.
I clenched my teeth and tried to shake it off. Can you scoot back a little? I asked.
But Ryan just smiled and did his wind-up again. My brother grabbed my arms from
behind, pinning them behind my back, and Ryan pitched the ball hard into my crotch.
I doubled over; my brother let me crumple and fall.
If you want to know so bad, Ryan said, standing over me. It's about a thousand times
worse than that.
I didn't talk to my brother for a week. He knocked on my door when the Simpsons was on
but I didn't answer him. On the weekend, he asked if I wanted to play basketball, a board game. I
stared at him until he went quiet.
We were just playing with you, he said, standing in my doorway.
I forced my vocal chords to work. Normal brothers stick up for each other, I said.
He looked down at the carpet, as if measuring the distance between us. You aren't my
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brother.
You're mine, I said. Why is it any different?

***

Tracy has contractions early and has to go to the hospital. There are still eight weeks before the
baby is due.
I sit with my brother in Tracy's hospital room. He reads everything he can about prenatal
and postnatal development. When Tracy sleeps, we take walks around the neighborhood, and he
tells me how the baby will be affected with each week of prematurity. First it is the lungs, the
breathing. Then it's the stomach, the intestinal lining, the movement and digestion of food. There
is fear in his voice, and he is trying to bury it with words.
We take breaks from the hospital to walk his dog up to the park at the top of the hill.
Each day, he reports the baby's size, measurements, weight, growth. It is an incantation. Failure
to thrive is a phrase he keeps repeating, a phrase that confuses me.
Where is the cut-off? I ask him.
He does not understand.
I try again. How do you know whether someone's failing or thriving?
We climb the last block, stopping under the water tower to look out across the city.
You're right, he says. I guess there's no clear difference.
As the days pass, he speaks more confidently. He talks now about motor skills, speech,
language. The baby may be a little behind in some things, he tells me. But we can cross that
bridge when we come to it.
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***

She is four pounds when she is born. The grasses in his backyard are long enough to reach each
other, to cover the gaps between them. The hair is coming in dark on my upper lip.
Eric almost never puts her down, and he never stops moving. He rocks her, he turns her
over, he lifts her over his head and lowers her back down, he turns in slow semicircles, first one
way, and then the other. He has read that it is good for her balance, her coordination, her sense of
her own body.
By the time she is a month old, he is already tossing her into the air, light, rhythmic. An
inch, two.
You try, he says, holding her out to me.
I hesitate. She is still so small.
Go to your auntie, he says. Then his eyes meet mine. Or should we call you something
different?
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Dwellings

Claire wants to see the cliff dwellings, but you tell her that Mesa Verde would be backtracking.
“That's a whole extra day of biking,” you say. Two thousand miles stand between you and
Miami, and your surgery is barely a month away.
But Claire isn't doing the math. “We're going so much faster now,” she says.
You're the one who plotted out each day before leaving California, you're the one who's
been scratching the day's numbers in the notepad every night, poring over the next day's map,
and you hate backtracking.
“We still have to cross the Continental Divide,” you say. “What if something happens?”
“We'll deal with it,” she says. She looks down at the brochure she's spread on the
countertop. You've stopped to wait out the rain at a coffee shop in Durango, and they have a
whole wall of flyers for tourists: skydiving, train rides, tours of the old silver mines.
“They charge you just to set foot in the National Park,” you say. “Let alone do anything.”
You already took out the biggest student loan you could, in order to cover the surgery and get
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you through the first couple of months in Miami, until you get settled and find a job.
“You can go in the dwellings,” Claire says, sliding the flyer in front of you. “Look.”
You glance at the picture of the dirt houses, little boxes stacked on top of one another like
sand castles. “I know,” you say. “I've seen them.”
“In real life?” she says.
“What do you think you're gonna get out of it, Claire? It's state-sponsored history—like a
spoonful of sugar. People just swallow it down, get back in their cars, and go on to the next one.”
“Some of the best preserved archaeological sites in the country,” she reads from the
brochure. “I don't think there are a lot of places like this.”
You sigh, drink the last of your coffee, and pull the Colorado map from the pocket of
your jersey.
“I'll pay for it,” she says. “It'll be worth it, I promise.”

***

You get on your bikes as soon as the thunderstorm passes. The sky to the west is clear, the sun
slanting down from the edge of the retreating clouds. Neither of you has spoken for a while, but
as you cross the railroad tracks at the edge of town, Claire turns her head and says something you
don't catch.
“What?” you say, coming up alongside her.
“I could live in a town like that,” she says.
You force air through your nose, a sort of laugh. “You say that in every town we go
through.”

94

Her brow knitted, she seems to concentrate on the road ahead. “What's wrong with that?”
“Nothing,” you say. “It's just—funny.”
She studies your face for a moment. “Why?”
She couldn't really live in any of these middle-of-nowhere towns, and neither could you.
The novelty of it would wear off in a second, and you'd be stuck with no friends and nothing to
do. But Claire doesn't think about that kind of stuff before she spouts a comment like that. How
are you supposed to respond?
Maybe you're just getting on each other's nerves. You've been on the road for a month
now. At first it was all highs—the mountains were tough, but they were something for you both
to focus on, at least. The climbs took all morning, with you close on her back wheel, keeping
time with the up-down firing of her heels, the clenching of her calves, the tightening of her
thighs. At the top of each pass, you sat side-by-side, looking out at the rows of mountains to
come. She went first on the downhills, too. A little heavier, a little closer to the ground, she
leaned into the turns, losing you almost immediately.
On the flats, though, it's you the wind takes. Broad-shouldered and long of spine, your
back is like a sail. You pull over when you can't see her behind you anymore; you wait longer
and longer. Two days ago, after watching her dawdle up from an incredible distance, you
couldn't help it: “Is that as fast as you can go?”
Now you know how to recognize the softening of her chin, the pinch of her lips.
You start over, an honest question. “What would you do in a town like that?”
“I don't know, probably a service job.” She looks over at you. “Same thing I would do in
Miami.”
So that's it—Miami again. No matter what the two of you talk about now, it's always,
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somehow, about Miami. “Seems hard, is all,” you say. “Living somewhere is a lot different than
visiting.”
Claire stops pedaling and looks north, toward the mountains.
You speed up a little, trying to see her face.
When she turns back to you, her eyes are glassy. “Do you even want me to come with
you?”
“Yes,” you say, louder than you mean to, but she doesn't wait for your answer.
“You're so doubtful already, like it's not even worth trying.”
You're quiet a minute. “I guess I'm trying to imagine how it'll actually be.”
“You have a say in that, you know,” she says. “It's not just—written somewhere.”

***

At the visitor center, Claire waits in line to buy tickets for a tour, and you walk through the lifesized dioramas of the Pueblo people. In one, four women sit cross-legged, weaving baskets and
tending to food in black-patterned bowls. The men are in a separate display, dancing around a
fire, bodies knotted with muscle, faces strained in concentration. The men prepared for hunts
with elaborate rituals, the sign says.
In the next display, a young hunter crouches behind a shrub, holding a spear and
watching an elk. His eyes are fearful—maybe he isn't ready.
The elk, with its dead glass eyes, watches you.
“Tomorrow at ten,” Claire says, coming up next to you and leaning her shoulder into
yours.
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“Tomorrow?” you say, turning to face her.
“They were sold out for the rest of the day.” She glances at the hunter. “We can still be
on our way before noon.”
You sigh and turn toward the exit, calculating how many miles you could have gone by
then.

***

You blow up both air mattresses and lay out the sleeping bags while Claire washes your dishes
from dinner. The sky holds its light for a long time after the sun has dropped below the top of the
mesa—the real horizon is farther down.
At the last minute, you and Claire decided to leave the tent behind—it was by far the
heaviest item—so you wait until it's dark to lie down. Finally, you feel yourself loosen; you let
the ground hold your weight.
You tell Claire you're sorry. “I've wanted this for so long. It's hard to believe it'll actually
come.” You stare through the sky, as if you are trying to see the other side. “I feel like there's
always going to be something in the way.”
“I know,” Claire says, sliding her hand into your sleeping bag to find yours. “But it is
coming. We're closing in on it.”
Claire helped you go through all of your things in the months before you left. You sold
what you could and gave away the rest. You are bringing only what you can carry. You threw
away all the pictures of the old you, all the things with your old name on them. Where you are
going no one will know your old name, or even that you had one.
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Claire hasn't packed up her stuff yet. It's scattered among her friends' houses, her parents',
everywhere she's stayed in the past months. She's enrolled at the state college for the fall, since
you both agreed you should give it a semester—for you to settle in and for her to think about it.
Neither of you have even been to Miami before.
But you've come all this way together. Side by side under the same sky, it's easier for
you to remember that.

***

In the morning, you find a twisted piece of wood, gray with age and covered in bright green
lichen, tucked into the straps of your pannier bag. Claire must have found it on a walk around the
campsite. You remember the collection of artifacts that she had slowly amassed on the bookshelf
in your old apartment—a smooth stone from Lake Tahoe, a fossilized snail shell from Big Sur.
At first it bothered you, the way the dust settled on them and turned them into old things, clutter.
But Claire had a good eye—she was always discovering things you'd overlooked. You had to sift
through the collection over and over deciding what to take, settling finally on one hawk feather
and leaving the rest on the windowsill.
You turn the gnarled wood over in your hands. Where the bark is missing, it is as smooth
and pale as bone. You can't carry the extra weight, though, and, anyway, you're not supposed to
take anything out of the national parks. You stoop and put it under the picnic bench.
It's still early, so you take your chances and head toward the bathroom to change. You
didn't miss the tent out West, but now you're beginning to wish you had it. A thin, soft layer of
fabric, a little bubble you can be inside of—that's all you really need.
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Just as you reach the bathroom door, it swings open and a woman steps out. You both
stop short. Her eyes flit down your body and back up.
“Are you--” she begins. She holds the door open but does not move out of the way.
“I'm waiting for someone,” you say, taking a few steps back.
She lets the door close and walks off quickly toward the road.
You listen for movement inside then pull the door open and hurry into one of the stalls,
locking it behind you. You take the Ace bandage out of your pocket and pull your shirt off.
Holding one end of the bandage against your ribcage, you wind the roll around your back and
cinch it tight over the loose end. You wrap quickly, mechanically, stretch the last few inches of
the bandage taut across your chest, and pin it under your arm. Every day it reaches a little farther.
You pull your jersey on and listen for footsteps before throwing back the latch. In front of
the mirror, you pause, turn, and smooth your hands down the straight line of your chest.

***

The road from the campground out to the edge of the mesa climbs gradually and then curves and
swoops down into the hollows, and you and Claire fall into its rhythm. The mesa is two-toned:
dusty green foliage on top, apricot-colored sandstone cliffs below. At the end of the road, the
mesa falls away and a canyon opens before you.
You're early for the tour, so you lock your bikes and walk along the railing until you get
to the very edge, the prow. Across the canyon in every direction are other mesas like yours, ships
on the same sea.
“Where are they?” you say, remembering why you're here.
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“Who?”
“The dwellings.” You're not sure where to look. Your eyes scan the line of green along
the top of the cliffs, looking for something different, something that doesn't belong.
“Guess we'll find out,” Claire says.
A dozen or so people are assembled at the meeting place, a few families' worth, their RVs
casting shadows across the sidewalk. They glance from you to your bikes, and then down, trying
not to stare. You stand behind them, against the railing.
An older man, his hands in the pockets of a Grange Association jacket, keeps looking
over at you. When you finally make eye contact, he smiles and takes a couple of steps toward
you.
“What are you girls riding for?” he asks.
You wait to see if Claire wants to answer this time, but she's looking at you, too. “'Cause
we want to,” you say, trying to make your smile friendly.
“Raising money for breast cancer or something?”
You lower your chin so he won't see your expression. You had Claire shave your head
the night before you left, and this has to be the third or fourth time someone has assumed you're
a survivor.
“Nope,” you say, turning to rest your arm on the railing. “Just trying to get to the other
side.”
He stands there squinting at you.
Claire reaches her hand out as if to reassure him. “We do accept donations, though,” she
grins, and you all laugh, grateful for noise in so much silence.
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***

Claire walks in front of you down the narrow stairway, her hand trailing along the sandstone wall
to your left. In front of Claire, Luann Edwards of Ketchum, Idaho—Ranger Lou, as she asks to
be called—stops at a chain-link fence and unclips a set of keys from her belt. The ground to your
right drops steeply to the canyon floor. You imagine there is a river down there somewhere,
hidden beneath the smoky green layer of pines. A section of fence extends horizontally off the
side of the trail and hangs in mid-air over the canyon. Razor wire spirals across the top, and a
NO TRESPASSING sign clatters against the metal links.
Ranger Lou unlocks the gate, turns to face the group, and raises one hand in the air like
she's taking an oath. “It is imperative, ladies and gentlemen,” she says, trying to make eye
contact with everyone in the group, “that we stay together. These ruins are federally protected,
and it is a crime to deface them in any way or enter restricted areas.”
You and Claire follow Ranger Lou down the trail. As you descend, the wall to your left
hollows out and the sandstone begins to lean over your head. The air cools. You come around a
final turn and, beneath a sweeping arc in the wall, you see them: the dwellings, clustered like
swallows' nests under the sandstone eaves, distinguishable only by their straight edges, the dark
rectangles of the doorways.
Claire takes your hand and holds it to her lips. Her breath is warm on your palm.
Your breath catches in your chest, and you pull your hand away to take a picture. “Look
at me,” you tell Claire, taking a step back and framing her in the shot.
It's still morning, but the shadow from the top of the mesa cuts diagonally across the
dwellings, shading the upper half. It must have gotten dark early for them.
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Ranger Lou leads you all down to the dwellings tucked into the cliff. The Pueblos lived
in the area for about seven hundred years, she says, but by the end of the thirteenth century, they
had all left. “What we're still trying to figure out,” she pauses, “is why.”
A man asks if there were battles between the tribes. “Maybe they were run off,” he says,
but Ranger Lou says there is no evidence of a conflict.
You imagine them, the cliff people, deciding what to take with them and what to leave,
looking one last time at the homes they'd built before climbing up to the mesa top and walking
away from them for good.
Ranger Lou steps through a narrow doorway into one of the rooms, and one by one you
follow her in. The room is cramped, the back wall stained with soot. Ranger Lou has a strange
smile on her face, as if she is hiding something behind her back.
Claire sees it first: a single, smudged handprint near the top of the wall. You take a
picture, but it is too dark to turn out.
As you step back out of the room, Ranger Lou asks the group how the Pueblo people got
enough to eat.
You sigh: the men hunted; the women gathered.
“Farming.” You recognize the Granger's voice from the back of the group.
“That's right!” Ranger Lou says, smiling at him. “You'd be surprised how few people
guess that.” She explains that the mesa got enough rainfall and, with the slight incline of the
land, just enough sun to grow corn, which sustained them throughout the year and when the
hunts were unsuccessful.
“There's one final piece of the puzzle,” Ranger Lou says, stepping into the deep shade at
the back of the arching wall.
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You're right in front of the group, and as your eyes adjust, you see a vertical crease where
the sandstone is dark-streaked and worn smooth. “Go ahead,” Ranger Lou tells you.
You place your hand flat on the wall. “It's damp,” you say.
Ranger Lou nods. “Probably the reason they chose this site,” she says. “And maybe the
reason they abandoned it.” There is evidence of a drought, she tells you, around the time the
Pueblos left.
You all go back out onto what Ranger Lou calls the balcony. A low, mortared wall runs
along the edge, and a cylindrical pit, about twelve feet across, is built into the floor. “This is the
kiva,” she says, “the most important part of the Pueblo village. This is where they gathered to tell
their stories, perform their rituals, and pass down their beliefs.”
You step up to the edge of the kiva and stare down to its floor. A firepit is cut into the
center, and Ranger Lou explains that there would have been a ceiling with a hole for a ladder. A
narrow bench circles the perimeter—where they must have sat on the last night.
Ranger Lou asks if there are any more questions, but the group is quiet. She heads toward
the far end of the balcony, where the trail continues.
You're last in line now, and as the group rounds a turn, you hang back. Ranger Lou's
voice bounces off the village walls as you go back to the edge of the kiva. The sandstone bricks
are uneven, and, gripping the rim, you find your footholds, lower yourself down, and drop the
last few feet to the floor.
You sit on the bench and squint your eyes almost shut to imagine the darkness, the
feeling of containment. You summon the heat and crackle of the fire, the warmth of other bodies
beside you. How will we know where to go? you want to ask them.
The air in the kiva is cold. It sinks, pools around your ankles, and goes still again. The
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Pueblos moved on from here, you realize, because they had to; it is not a tale of loss but of
necessity. We all go where the water takes us.
The bones of your back grate against the bricks of the wall. Your group's laughter reaches
you, and you look up through the ring of sandstone. You can just make out Claire's trademark
peal.
You have to hurry if you want to catch them. You scramble up the wall, hoist yourself
over the lip, and jog up the trail. The group is huddled at the bottom of a ladder, watching a
woman climb up to the top of the mesa. Claire has taken a few steps down the trail toward you,
and you smile at her as you come up.
“Where'd you go?” she whispers, her eyes wide.
You put your hand on her back, hook one finger into the pocket of her jersey.
Ranger Lou is talking about other Pueblo villages, farther south, and she pauses to glance
over at you.
“Sorry,” you say, holding her eyes. “I dropped something.”
Ranger Lou gives a slight nod before turning back to her conversation. The woman on the
ladder gets to the top, and another person starts.
You and Claire look across the canyon one more time before going up. Your eyes catch
on dark slots in the sandstone and you focus on the spot. Sure enough, you can make out straight
lines, the neat edges of the walls. “Look,” you say, putting your arm around Claire and turning
her toward where you're pointing. “There are others.”
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